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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
As one examines the literature of black political thought in
America from the time of Booker T. Washington to the present, a re
curring theme appears, and reappears: the theme of responsibility.
Although responsibility is sometimes noted as a theme by
scholars of black thought,1 there have been few attempts to isolate
the phenomenon and analyze its evolution systematically.
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The fact

that the theme of responsibility in black thought has been analyzed
neither systematically nor comprehensively is understandable, for
the black writers, themselves, are usually not explicit about what
they mean by the term.
The purpose of this study is to examine the concept of responsi
bility as used by black writers from the time of Booker T. Washington.
Changes in black thought on responsibility will be illustrated and.
compared with the thought of Washington.
Black writers have employed four approaches to the subject of
'responsibility:
1.

The first use of the term places blacks in a position of

primary responsibility for their own fate in American society.
10riglnal suggestion for this study came from Herbert J. .Storing
(ed.)j What Country Have I? (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1970)?
.pp. 8-9p

August Meier’s Negro Thought in America, i860-19If (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan. Press, 1963)5 treats responsibility extensive
ly, especially in the thought of Booker T. Washington.
I

2. The second use of the term holds that the white man is
responsible for the fate of the black.
3. The third approach to responsibility holds that the black
man has certain obligations to society, in this case, the white
dominated American society.
ko

The final use of the term holds that blacks have responsi

bilities to each other as black men before they have any obligations
to a society which treats them immorally.
PLAN OF STUDY
Following the "Introduction,” the writings of Booker T. Washing
ton and his approaches to responsibility will be considered.

These

writings will be studied in light of the four uses of responsibility
stated above.
While it can be argued that Washington thought that blacks were
/

primarily responsible for their own condition and that they had
obligations to American society before obligations to themselves as
black men, he also maintained that whites were so responsible for the
black past that they alone had the power to liberate blacks.
ton thus seemed to believe in a paternalism.

Washing

At the same time, how- .

ever, he argued that blacks had an obligation to assist each other
in climbing out of their backward condition.

Although these views

were at times contradictory, all of them were present at one time or
another In Washington’s thought.
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Following the study ofWashington, a series of chapters will
be presented on the various uses of responsibility and how they have
changed since Washington's time.
W. E. B. DuBois will be employed in a consideration of the black
man as the agent responsible for his own fate.

DuBois basically

contended that the black man’s condition could be blamed primarily
on the failings of the black leadership of his time.

Washington

believed that the blame should be placed on the masses and he and
DuBois debated the issue until the former’s death in 1915*
ilext, a consideration will be made of the obligations blacks owe
to American society.
Luther King., Jr.

Here Washington will be contrasted to Martin

While Washington insisted that blacks had an obli

gation to obey the system and be subservient to it. King felt that
blacks had an obligation to oppose an evil system, even to the extent
of nonviolently conquering and winning oppressors to black causes
through the power of love and suffering.
Following the analysis of King, paternalism, or white responsi
bility for the fate of the black will be considered.
will first be made of the black man and religion.

An examination

Specifically, the

writings of Malcolm X and the black Muslims will be analysed.

It

will be shown that in order to combat paternalism, the Muslims
sought to develop a sense of identity for the black race.

Following

the Muslims, the writings of Eldridge Cleaver and the Black Panthers
will be assessed and the Panther’s .emphasis on self-defense as. the
most effective deterrent to paternalism will be studied.

L

The last chapter will contrast the thought of Washington to
that of Stokely Carmichael and Charles V, Hamilton.

Using the

example of the 1966 electoral campaign in Lowndes County, Alabama,
an attempt will be made to illustrate how the obligations of black
people have shifted from loyalty to a local white racist political
structure to obligations to their own political unit.
EXPECTED FINDINGS OF THE STUDY
A concluding statement will discuss some of the implications
of past thought on responsibility for the present status of the black
protest movement.

Thought since Washington has three primary dif

ferences from the black educatorfs view.
1. While the Washington view held that blacks had strong obli
gations to American society, the newer writers feel that these
responsibilities are more limited.

The new view asserts that the

/

black man has^ no obligation to accept American society if he is not
treated fairly, and more positively, the black has the obligation to
change and alter the system and the white man who treats him in so
harsh a, manner.

It will be argued that much of the past rhetoric of

protest has stimulated reform within white institutions which now
makes it possible for blacks to participate with some comfort in the
American political system.
2. The second way in which the new view differs is that the
black man has an obligation to be responsible for his own liberation

by.combatting paternalism.

It will be suggested that groups which

advocated such radical actions as separation have caused considerable
reform withiln native black institutions once considered paternalistic
such as the black Christian church.

Separatism is becoming more

irrelevant as blacks are beginning to develop distinct Institutions
of-their own within the framework of American society as they at
the same time avoid paternalism.
3.

Finally, the new view holds that the black leader has a

special responsibility in aiding the black man to free himself.

It

will be demonstrated that present-day black leadership demands a
less conspicuous role for the elite, but the yardstick by which a
leader's accomplishments are measured remains the same: a- leader
is judged on the basis of his accountability to blacks as well as
his effectiveness in implementation of change.
It is now appropriate to consider Booker T. Washington's
thoughts on responsibility.

CHAPTER II

BOOKER T. WASHINGTON; ON RESPONSIBILITY
The political philosophy of Booker T . Washington (1859?“1915)
was a product of the society in which he lived.

His thought was

limited by the climate of white opinion and attitudes.as well as
the law of the land,, as it was Interpreted during his time.

In

order ...to.,,,make a realistic evaluation of his views on responsibility,
the setting in which these views were developed must be examined.
Washington was aware that between the end of the Civil War and
the beginning of the twentieth century, the possibilities for black
advancement In American society seemed remote.

Born a slave in

Franklin County, Virginia, Washington observed the failings of the
black man during the Reconstruction period.

While he did not fully

blame the black for the results of this epoch, he felt that the black
man was harmed by his initial experience in freedom.
The most notable experiment of Reconstruction was the black
venture into politics.

As a result of a change in state constitu

tions, blacks were elected to office in all of the former states of
the Confederacy while former slave masters were disenfranchised.

But

those who thought that the new governments would provide justice and
power to the black man were to be disappointed, for Republican poli
ticians either Ignored blacks in high office or exploited their limited
political influence.

When'the Southern governments were overthrown

in .
1877? men such as Washington felt, quite correctly that black-white
6
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tensions were'worse than ever--mostly as a result of placing former
slaves in a position of superiority over their masters.
As a result of Reconstruction, Washington was willing to sacri
fice political rights, but he was■also keen enough to perceive
that a new force was sweeping the nation which required, that the
black man readjust himself.

This new phenomenon was industrial

capitalism.
To Washington the growth of capitalism seemed to blot out the
relevance of politics to the problems of the nation as a whole, but,
more importantly, capitalism changed the status of politics.
Standards of success in politics changed. It
was not merely self-expression or public service
or glory that the typical politician sought-it was money.-1While Washington believed that the new Industrialism could
accomplish much in furthering the advancement of the black, he was
also cognizant of the difficulties that the black man would face
with the advent of economic boom.

Washington contended that the

black man by nature was a good laborer but he was also aware of the
widespread resentment of the black in the South as a result of the
experiences of slavery and Reconstruction.

Because of these diffi

culties, he advocated a political philosophy which he thought would
advance the cause of the black but would also appease the .Southern
white man.
1"Richard-Hofstader, The American Political Tradition I(New York;
Vintage Books, 19^-8), p. 169' ■
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Washington realized that the Southerner would object most strong
ly to the political advancement of the black.
to economic gains.

He would object less

Accordingly, what Washington proposed was that

blacks would receive white cooperation in achieving economic ad
vancement hut? at the same time, the blacks would accept the then
prevailing social and political system*

While captains of industry

viewed the political process as a means to obtain economic gain,
Washington believed that black economic progress would serve to
foster social and political advancement.

He was to be disappointed.

In 1896, the United States Supreme Court laid the foundation
for legal segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson. It seemed that any
political and social progress that blacks, had made before this de
cision would be cancelled out by it, but Washington persisted.
I have come to the conclusion that these prejudices
are something that it does not pay to disturb. . . .
All sections of the
United States, like other parts
of the world, have their own particular customs and
prejudices. . . . In the South it is not the custom
for white and black children to attend the same
school. . . .
Thus, it can be seen that Washington was forced to function and
think in a society which

was closed; at least with respect tothe

blacks.

to open closed doors by attempting to

While he sought

accommodate his race to a new force, industrial capitalism, he
found that after much economic progress, many social and political
^Booker T. Washington, My Larger Education.(Garden City, New York:
Doubleday and Page, 1911), p . 169 »
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doors would remain closed.
WASHINGTON ON BLACK RESPONSIBILITY
Because the closed society allowed for no effective black
leadership, the black masses faced white America alone in the years
following the Civil War.

Washington was the giant of his time,

but, as will be shown, he depended upon whites to lead and to pro
vide opportunities for his race.

Washington's thoughts on black

responsibility will be presented through two illustrations:

the

black man in slavery and the black man in Reconstruction.
During the period of slavery, numerous slave revolts occurred.
One of the major revolts occurred in Southampton County, Virginia,
in 1819 under the leadership of Nat Turner.

Instead of praising the

black for fighting for his freedom, Washington blamed Turner for
making relations worse between blacks and whites In the South.
The fear inspired by his unfortunate slave
insurrection was responsible for much of the
hardship which Negroes in the South, free and
slave, were at that time compelled to endure.
The memory of it hardened, the heart of many a
master against his slaves' and made him cruel
and suspicious where he would naturally have
been kind and c o n f i d e n t . 3
Once the black man became free by virtue of emancipation,
Washington continued to oppose political agitation.

Ee objected to

3Booker T. Washington, Frederick Douglass (New York: Haskell
House, 1968), p. 36.
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Reconstruction policy not so much.because of the corruption of the
new governments but because it put the former slaves and their
masters at odds.
Dio greater injury has been done the colored people
of this country than that which resulted from
putting them in a position of political.antagonism
to their former masters.'
While Washington realized that whites were responsible for
placing blacks in political positions during Reconstructions he
argued that "bad llegroes" were responsible for many of the evils of
this period.

A "responsible" black man was one who would be respon

sive to the demands the closed white system imposed upon him.

The

barring of political participation left the black leaderless and he
was forced to solve his problems and gain status through economic
means.

In making economic gains the black would not offend whites

but even the gains which could be made economically were token.

In

light of such-a feeble analysis, one almost becomes suspicious of
Washington’s perception of the black-white problem.

For example,

Washington was fond of telling a story about a wealthy black man who
walked past two Southern whites in a small town.

As the black passed,

'One of the white men turned to the other and said:
"By gosh! It is all I can do to keep from calling
that Bigger ’Mister.*" That’s the point we want to
get to.^
4rbid., p. 253.
Booker T. Washington, The Future of the American Negro'(Chicago:
Afro-Am. Press, 1969)5 p. 86.

In sum., the black masses, devoid of any effective political
leadership, were faced with attempting to free themselves through,
the only means available--economic betterment.

Following this gain

blacks hoped that whites would act to free them politically.
WASHINGTON ON WHITE RESPONSIBILITY
Overall, Washington was slow to place any blame upon the white
man for the problems of the black.

He even went so far as not to

blame the white man solely for slavery: rather, he tried to make
responsibility universal.
The time has come, it seems to me, for Northern
men. Southern men, black men and white men, to
blot out their prejudice and look matters squarely
in the face as they are. ■The whole country was
responsible for slavery.^
Ha continued this particular passage by placing blame upon West
Africans who had become involved with British slave traders, rather
than blaming whites.
Washington’s views on white responsibility must be seen not in
the sense of guilt or blame: rather, white responsibility was a positive
force which would provide for the ultimate liberationof theblack.
Within the closed door setting of his era, Washington, realized the
obvious: whites were in complete control of the entire United States,
including the American black man.

While blacks could work as laborers

6Booker T. Washington, Blaek-Belt Diamonds (New York: Negro Universi
ties P r e s s 1969), p. 6 .
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to make their social burdens somewhat easier, they had no control as
to whether or when they would be fully liberated.

But even in his

position as a laborer,, the black required considerable white support
for success.
One way in which black economic dependence was manifested was
in the establishment of black educational institutions.

Washington

realized that such institutions required capital from white America
and he frequently formulated programs for education which were
designed to please white men who provided funds.

He also argued

that black education was necessary not only to uplift members of his
race, but also to assist the entire South.
Especially is it necessary to convince the Southern
white man that education, in the case of the coloured
man, is a necessary step in the progress and upbuilding
not merely of the hegro, but of the South.7
In his Atlanta Exposition Address in 18955 Washington stressed
that while the black man was willing to labor, it was up to the
Southern, white man to provide the opportunities.

Once again, he went

out of his way to stress the benefits that would come to the Southern
white man if the black was granted opportunity.
. . . and you can be sure in the future, as in the
past, that you and your families will be surrounded
by the most patient, law abiding, and unresentful
people that the world has seen.°
^Washington, My Larger Education, p. 302.
^Booker T. Washington, Up From Slavery (Garden City, Wew York:
Double day, .
1963)5 PP - 159“I60.

It should be added here that Washington was guilty of incon
sistency with regard to his thoughts on black and white responsi
bility.

On one hand he insisted that the liberation of the black man

was almost totally dependent upon the white society which surrounded
the race.

At the same time it was apparent that the hoped-for

white liberation of blacks was not taking place.

Instead of blaming

whites for their avoidance of responsibility, he argued that black
political agitation justified it.

Washington was more concerned with

blaming blacks for increasing repression than with finding fault with
whites who created the repression in the first place..
In conclusion, Washington perceived white responsibility to con
sist of the necessity of whites liberating the black man politically
and economically.

Dependence ran quite deep in his thought and the

black 'man had little opportunity to save himself.
Unused to self-government, unused to responsibility
of controlling our own earnings, our expenditures,
or even our own children, it could not be expected
that we should be able to take care of ourselves
In all respects for several g e n e r a t i o n s .9
WASHINGTON ON RESPONSIBILITY TO AMERICA
The chief responsibility which the black man had to America,
according to Washington, was that he be of some value to the country.
He argued that when the black demonstrated that he could be of some
use, white society would be ready to grant the additional

Ik

responsibilities of citizenship.

All tasks undertaken by blacks were

to be measured in their utility through the rigorous application of
the .American Standard.
The country.demands that every race, shall measure
Itself by the American Standard!. By It a race must
rise or fall, succeed or failA0
While civil disobedience has played an important role in the
political philosophies of many modern black leaders, Washington
advocated a strict obedience to the law and a loyalty to the social
system which the law supported.

As was Illustrated previously, law

lessness, even under slavery, was intolerable.

Obedience to the law

was one of the yardsticks which the white man would be able to use
to measure the accomplishments of blacks against the American
Standard.

Washington reasoned that If the black man remained lawful,

the white man would be more likely to grant freedom.
At times, Washington went to near absurd lengths to illustrate ■
the obligations blacks owed to white America.

One tale which he used

to illustrate these obligations concerned an ex-slave from Virginia
who agreed with his master to purchase his freedom in Installments.
•

} ■

.

At the time of the Emancipation Proclamation, the black still owed
his master three hundred dollars.

At this time, the black was in

Ohio, since his master agreed with his desire to labor there.

From

Ohio, the black walked all the way to Virginia to pay the remainder
of the money.
10

Washington observed, "He felt that.he could not enjoy

Washington, Up From Slavery, p. 217*

While Washington'placed a great deal of emphasis upon obedience
to the system, traces of a more positive theme of responsibility ..
can be found in his political theory.

This positive theme visualizes

the black man as. being the possible savior of American society.
If the Negro 'who has been oppressed and denied
rights in a Christian land can help you, North
and South, to rise, can be a median of your rising
into the atmosphere of generous brotherhood and
.self-forgetfulness, he will see in it a recompense
for all that he has suffered in the past.-^
It will be shown in a later chapter that the theme of the black
as the savior of the white was to undergo some change in twentiethcentury black political thought, but Washington laid much of the
original foundation.
WASHINGTON ON THE BLACK’S RESPONSIBILITY TO HIS RACE

/

Washington was preoccupied with proving black loyalty to America;
however, this did not stop him from being concerned about how blacks
could cooperate with each other to advance the progress of the race.
The black educator believed that black people had obligations
to each other.

The principal duty was that blacks had the obligation

to "uplift" the race and assist any fallen brothers.

But, once again,

.^“Booker I, Washington, The Negro in Business (Chicago: Afro-Am
Press, 1969), p.. 36^-*
12

Washington, Biack-Belt Diamonds, p. 5*
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it must be kept in mind that society at the time of Washington was
a "closed" one; accordingly, "uplifting” of the race and black selfhelp were carried out according to the definitions of white society.
The pleasing of white America was always kept in the forefront
whenever blacks made any attempt at self-improvement.
welfare of the black man was secondary.

The true

To illustrate this desire

to please white America when self-help was.involved, the example of
black education will again be used.
Whether or not Washington believed in segregated schools, it
was a condition with which he was forced to work when he founded
the Tuskeegee Institute in l88l.

The education of blacks was a matter

to be left entirely to that race at Tuskeegee, although the institution
received generous financial support from whites.

Still, Washington

seemed concerned with those who were hostile to black education even
after the school was founded.'
There are many sincere and honest men in the South
to-day who do not believe that education has done
or will do the race any good. In my opinion,' Negro
education will never be an entire success in the
South until it gets the sympathy and support of
these men. Arguments will not go far toward con
vincing men like these. It is necessary to show them
results. -^-3
In conclusion, black cooperation and mutual obligation formed
a part of Washington’s philosophy, but If this cooperation even
slightly threatened the closed system of American society, Washington

11
-'Washington,

My

larger Education, p. It5-
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accommodated, willingly.

Emphasis was placed upon the work blacks

needed to do to gain liberation rather than the rights they had as
citizens.

The emphasis was not on rights but on responsibilities.

Wisest among my race understand that the agita
tion of questions of social equality is the extremest folly, and that progress in the enjoyment
of all the privileges, that will come to us must be
the result of severe and constant struggle rather
than artificial forcing.^
•SUMMARY.AND COMMENT
Booker T. Washington was the black giant of his age.

It is true

that he was so severely limited in his leadership by prevailing social
and political currents that one may argue that he was In reality
not a leader at all.

But while he was restrained and was not the

sole black voice of his period, he was the dominant one and he exerted
a tremendous influence upon the behavior of black people.

At first

glance, the political philosophy of Booker T. Washington seems geared
toward the purpose of harmonizing blacks and whites.

In exchange

for the forfeiture of political rights, blacks would gain physical
safety as well as the opportunity to advance economically.

In pro

posing such a program, Washington was often accused of betraying
his race by latter-day black thinkers.

This was the opinion of DuBois

and others who followed him.
1—'Booker T. Washington, "The Negro and the Atlanta Exposition,"
in Emma Lou Thornbrough (editor), Booker T. Washington (Englewood
Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1969)? P* 3^*
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In considering Washington, however, it Is often forgotten that
he faced near-insurmountable barriers to advance' political causes.
The black educator viewed black-white relationships as Improving only
very slowly over time, and in this light his programs were a first step
in stimulating change.

Despite his disdain for politics,.Washington

was the first great black politician, since he was the first black
man to make proposals to and bargain with white America.

Part of his

agreement with white American included that the black would not agitate
for his political rights.

But in return for this, Washington won at

least token power for the black race in that he was able to place
some black officials in Theodore Roosevelt's administration.

Such a

gain may seem meager at the moment, but in the early part of the
century. It represented a significant advancement for black people.
Prior to Washington, the mere act of bargaining between blacks and
whites was unheard of and the .Alabaman must be credited with taking
the first step.
But whatever his contributions, Washington’s. thought on responsi
bility is clear.

To summarize once again, Washington postulated the

following:
1. The black masses were responsible for much that was undesirable
in their present condition.
2. The white man was responsible for some of the brutality that
blacks suffered in the past, but, more importantly, the white man was
responsible for the future liberation of the black.

3- Black people had obligations to America which were extensive,
-t. While the black man had obligations to himself as a black
man, obligations to America came first.
An examination will now be made of the changes which occurred
in twentieth-century black thought on responsibility.

The analysis

will begin with a consideration of W. E. B. DuBois, who was the
first major black writer who began to feel that some weaknesses
existed in Washington’s thought.

CHAPTER III
BLACK KESPQHSIBILITY: THE ELITE VS. THE MASSES.
Washington's first use of the term responsibility held that
blacks were to a large extent responsible for their present and
future condition.

In Washington’s time, it was the masses rather

than the elite who were held responsible for the fate of the black ./
man.

It is the purpose of this chapter to illustrate how answer

ability has shifted from the masses to the black leadership.
Booker T. Washington died in 1915-

Because Washington was the.

chief leader of the blacks prior to this time and because he cooperated with whites in controlling the remaining black leadership, his
people really had no one of his s*tature to turn to when his death
occurred.
Lack of leadership was hot the only problem with which blacks^
were faced.

In addition to the absence of leadership, conditions for

blacks seemed to be growing progressively worse.

Following the

Plessy vs. Ferguson decision, the South moved rapidly to increase its
segregation of existing facilities.

Although lynching decreased from

the previous century, the practice was still common.

By the start

of World War I, the total from the twentieth century had reached
1100,^

It was not unusual for a black man to be burned alive before

a jeering crowd.

As a result of such barbarities, black men (as well

^Joim Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom (Hew York: Alfred
Knopf, 1967), pp. 431, ^32.
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as red and yellow men) learned not only to avoid seeking the privi
leges of the law but they also ceased to expect (if they ever did
previously) the law’s protection.
Toward the end of the American involvement in World War I, rumor
spread through the nation that black troops had committed sexual
2
atrocities, against white women in Europe.
While these charges were
.

.

investigated and proven false, they nevertheless served to add great
ly to the general tension which the nation was experiencing at
this time.
In the Worth, the situation was little better than in the South.
In some instances, the climate of feeling became worse.

For example,

in Springfield, Illinois, in I908, the year which marked the one
hundredth anniversary of the birth of Lincoln, a vicious race riot
occurred.

Its immediate cause was a black man’s alleged assault of

a white woman.

Even though the womah later confessed that the charge

was false, the wrath of the town, was so aroused that violence could
not be prevented.

As a result of the riot, two blacks were lynched,

four whites were killed, and scores were either injured or arrested.
(The leaders Of the white.mob were never brought to trial.)
Against the background of such events it would seem hard to
believe that there could be an increase in black militancy.

After

all, the American society seemed more closed at the beginning of the
twentieth century than at the time Washington gave-'his Atlanta-Address
^Ibid., p. MSl.
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in 1895'*" But perhaps it' was the extreme harshness of the prevailing
conditions which shocked black leaders to move to more radical
courses of action*

Men such as ¥. E..B. DuBois, Monroe Trotter of

Boston, and A. Philip Randolph, organizer of a black pullman’s union,
realized that the conciliatory philosophy of Washington created
conditions which made an increase in discrimination possible.
Of the above mentioned men, W. E. B. DuBois (1868-I963) emerged
as the most durable leader and .'sprang into public prominence with
his organisation, the national Association for the Advancement of
Colored People, in 1910.

This organization grew out of the Niagara

Movement, a loose coalition of radicals.

Throughout his life

DuBois was to become associated with other radical movements such as
Pan-Africanism, Socialism, and Communism, but for the purposes of
this paper emphasis will be placed upon the early period of his life;
when his political radicalism was more offensive to the established
black leadership.
DuBOIS ON BLACK RESPONSIBILITY
In considering DuBois1 philosophy of responsibility and leader
ship it is necessary to consider two themes within his thoughts

(l)

His rejection of past thought on the subject of black responsibility—
the Idea that the masses were responsible for their own misery; and ■'
(2 ) his advocacy of placing future black responsibility into the
hands of.the black leader.

Thus, blame as well as leadership responsi

bility will be explored here.

Early in his career, DuBois.was impressed with the "Spirit of
Atlanta" put forth in Washington's 1895 address.

Speaking-of the

address Dubois stated:
While many colored papers condemned the proposition
of compromise with the white South, which.Washington
proposed, I wrote to the New York Age suggesting
that here might be the basis of a real settlement
between whites and blacks in the South, if the South
opened to the Negroes the doors of economic opportunity,/
erated with the white South in

When the doors did not come open, however, DuBois soon changed his
mind.
As a political agitator, DuBois demonstrated a great deal of
personal and political courage in opposing Washington before the
latter*s death.

DuBois* most open attack on Washington occurred in

1903 in the third chapter of a deep and at times beautiful work,
The Souls of Black Folk.

It is in this document that it becomes

f’

clear that DuBois reversed the thinking of Washington on the subject
of answerability, for'DuBois placed the blame for black failing on
the shoulders of Washington and past leadership.
DuBois first observed that Washington demanded that blacks
(l) give up political power, (2 ) forfeit civil rights, and (3)
relinquish educational opportunity for black youths.

DuBois further

stated that for these favors blacks received: (l) the loss of the right
o

W. E. B. DuBois, The Autobiography of W. E. B. DuBois (New York:
International Publishers, 1968), p. 209.

to vote;

(2 ) the

creation of a status of civil inferiority; and

the '^withdrawal of aid from institutions of higher learning.

(3)

DuBois

added that while Washington’s attitudes did not accomplish disastrous
results directly, they helped to hasten them.

Blame also fell upon

black intellectuals who supported Washington.
In failing thus to state plainly and unequivocally
the legitimate demands of their people, even at the
cost of opposing an honored leader, the thinking
classes of.American Negroes would shirk a heavy re
sponsibility— a responsibility to themselves, a
responsibility to the struggling masses, a responsi
bility to the darker races, but especially a
^
responsibility to this nation— the common fatherland.
In failing to assert the demands of blacks, Washington and his
people failed not only their race, but the country to which they
claimed to be loyal.

Washington considered that patriotism was best

demonstrated through an expression of loyalty to the white status quo,
while DuBois felt. that, it was patriotic-responsibility to oppose the
government when it was wrong.

In writing passages such as the above,

DuBois attempted to re-define responsibility and make dissent a
respectable practice in which blacks could participate.
make contributions to America through dissent.

Blacks could

With DuBois and

Washington one can see the roots of a modern controversy between
young black militants who argue that increased agitation is necessary
to eliminate racism and their elders who insist that agitation will
upset relations "as they now stand.” At this time the arguments of
b

,

W. 2. B. DuBois, The Souls of. Black Folk (Chicago* A. C. McClurg,
1903), p. 55-
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.DuBois.were gaining favor.
To summarize briefly, then, DuBois placed considerable blame
upon black leaders, including Washington, for failing to assert the
legitimate demands of blacks.

In their failure to assert these

demands, black leaders have encouraged such developments as legalized
segregation, job discrimination, and denial of voting rights.
But in addition to blame for the past, DuBois believed that the
black leader had a special role for the future.

Wo longer could the

blacks count on whites to liberate them: that was the mistake in the
first place.

Blacks had to become responsible for their'own'libera

tion and the black leader had to assume.a new role in asserting
demands.
DuBois proposed the creation and education of a black elite
which would be capable of guiding the masses to freedom.

The educa

tion of the elite was to come-primarily through university training
in the arts and sciences.

Of the three results of Washington’s

programs (political disenfranchisement, loss of social equality, and
loss of educational opportunities) DuBois considered the loss of
educational opportunities the most serious.

Without education, it

was impossible for the elite to transmit culture to the masses.
Without culture, it was impossible for blacks to bring themselves Into
a position where they could compete with whites and gradually
integrate Into society.
While 'Washington contended that the black race would be built
from the "bottom up," DuBois held such a view as absurd.

The reverse

26

was the case.
Was there ever a nation on God’s fair earth
civilized from the bottom upward? Never; it is,
ever was and ever will be from the top downward
that culture filters. The Talented Tenth rises
and pulls all that are worth the saving up to
their vantage ground.5
The Talented Tenth worked thusly: after achieving an education
and the cultural benefits that went with it, the elite would attempt,
to infuse the culture into the masses.

The improvement in the

masses as a result of new knowledge and culture would hasten the
day when liberation would be achieved.

While Washington felt that

labor would satisfy the white leaders, DuBois believed that education
would achieve the same result.
But DuBois did not suggest that the responsibility of the Talented
Tenth stop with the achievement of an education.

Black leaders had

an obligation to put their education‘to use in political endeavors.
Many of the responsibilities which DuBois considered to belong to the
Talented Tenth were put into practice during his service in the
1NLAACP.

For example, black leaders began to organize demonstrations

against lynching and agitated for laws to put an end to this crime.
Funds were collected for legal aid to assist blacks in freeing
themselves from unjust laws and jail sentences.

Lastly, and perhaps

most importantly, the leaders acquired the responsibility of teaching
E. B. DuBois, 11The Talented Tenth,” in Herbert j, Storing
(editor), What Country Have I? (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1970),
p. 103.

27
black men and women, through their example, faith and confidence in
the black race.
Yet American Negroes must know that the advance
of the Negro people since emancipation has been
the extraordinary success in education, technique
and character among a small number of Negroes and
that the emergence of these, exceptional men has
been largely a matter of chance; that their triumph
proves that down among the mass, ten times their
number with equal ability could be discovered and
developed, if sustained sacrifice and intelligence
were put to the task.^
SUMMARY AND COMMENT
Even though DuBois’ conflict on leadership with Washington
occurred in the early part of this century, his thoughts on the
responsibility of leadership are the root of contemporary thinking
on the subject.
When modern black writers assign blame for black failings or
difficulty, the blame is not often placed on the masses but on the
black leadership.

Two types of leadership are blamed.

The first type of leader may be thought of as being an intel
lectual or a member of The Talented Tenth.

DuBois was to become dis

appointed in later years when he discovered that black people con
sidered the elite to have failed them.

This was the opinion of at

least some black writers:
6

W. E. B. DuBois, Dusk of Dawn (New York: Schocken Books, 1968),
D. 218 .
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It is these "educated11 so-called Negroes who
be leading us out of the image of misery and
They possess the academic know-how and great
of technical skills . . . but they can’t use
the benefit of their own kind simply because
themselves are also disunited . . .7

should
want.
amounts
it for
they

At times during his career, DuBois also became disappointed
with the elite of his race.

For example, in the 1930's he criticised

some black college students for extravagance during the depression
and for separating themselves from the black masses.

In 1932 DuBois

addressed the graduating class at Howard University with these words;
Our college man. today, is , on the average , a man
untouched by real culture. He deliberately
surrenders to selfish and even silly ideals,
swarming into semi-professional athletics and
Greek letter societies, and affecting to despise
scholarship and the hard grind of study and
research. The greatest meetings of the Negro
college year like those of the white college year
have become vulgar exhibitions of liquor,
extravagance, and fur coats. We have in our
colleges a growing mass of stupidity and indif
ference.
The second type of leader may be thought of as being primarily
a political leader.

Much blame was assigned to Washington because

he cooperated with whites within the political system.

Later, as

black political organizations began to form, such as the NAACP, much
^Malcolm X in Louis Lomax, When the Word is Given (New York;
New American Library, 196a ), p. 131*

8W. S. B. DuBois, "Education and Work,” Journal of Negro Education,
I (1932), p. 6 k, cited in Elliot M. Rudwick, W.'-B. B. DuBois;.
Propagandist of the Negro Protest (New York: Atheneum, 1968),
pp." 2 k ? ~ 2 kb~

criticism arose because of the employment of white people as officers.
More recently, organizations officered by blacks were blamed for im
peding progress by being responsive to the wishes of the leaders of
the white political system.

In speaking of "Uncle Tom" black

political leaders, Carmichael and Hamilton observed:
In a sense the blame must be shared— along with
the mass Media--by those leaders for what happened
in Watts, Harlem, Chicago, Cleveland and other
places
In other words, in neglecting the legitimate demands of the masses,
the black leadership had been at least partially responsible for
fueling the fire that spread In the late I960’s.
Most contemporary black writers agree with DuBois' thoughts
on the more positive responsibilities of a leader.

To DuBois' credit,

in his organizing of the Niagara Movement and in his aiding in the
foundation of the NAACP, he proved to be the pioneer of black
leadership.

In criticism of DuBois, it is possible that he was too

imprecise in his concept of the "culture" which the elite was to
transmit to the masses.

He did not specify whether "white" or "Black",

culture was to be transmitted.

In many cases, black leaders developed

in white colleges, acquired white cultural habits and later had
difficulty In communicating with the masses.

In fairness, though, the

only person in the early part of the century who advocated cultural
Q

''Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton, Black Power; The Politics
of Liberation in America (New York: Random House, 1967}> P * 50.

nationalism was Marcus Garvey and his ideas were unpopular with many
in white society as well as with -DuBois.

White society may have had

at least a partial restraining effect on DuBois at this time.
But the black leader today is being measured less In terms of
white society and more on what he has accomplished for the black
race as a whole.

As Dennis Forsythe states:

It Is necessary for leaders to be constantly aware
of the interests of the community and to be sensitive
to group needs as well as the currents of the
environing milieu. Since they are specialists In the
leadership function, they must be more adept at
grasping the realities of the world and must there
fore play a significant role in mapping out our goals
and devising means to attain these. To the extent
that they are able to do this DuBois’ faith that
"The Negro race . . .is going to be saved by its
exceptional men,” becomes a reality.^

^Dennis Forsythe, ”A Functional Definition of Black leadership,"
The Black Scholar, III (March-April, 1972), p. 26.

CHAPTER. IV
FROM DEBTOR TO SAVIOR: BLACK RESPONSIBILITIES
TO AMERICA
The political thought of W. E. B. DuBois was built around the
proposition that the black leader was responsible for.the failure
or success of his race.

If the concept of

intellectually developed by DuBois, it

the new leader

was first put into

was
practice

on a major scale by Martin Luther King, Jr. during the civil rights
struggles of the 1950’s and 1960's.

While King believed that strong

leadership would go far in aiding his race, he held that responsi
bility went beyond mere leadership accountability to the masses.
He felt that the black race as a'whole

had responsibilities inthe

form of obligations to America.
The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate the changing
thought of black writers on the subject of black responsibilities
to America.

In Washington’s thought, the black man had responsibili

ties to America.: before he had any to his own race.

King retains the

theme of responsibility to America5 but redefines it under the con
ditions of protest.

He also continues a theme which was developed

by earlier black writers such as Washington and Douglass: the black
man’s main contribution to America will not come in the form of obli
gations or debts.

Instead, it Is the black man who must assume the

responsibility of saving America from doom.
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Before examining the thought of Dr. King, an examination will,
be made of the political climate of the American South during. King*s
time; for it was in the South that the original ideas of obligation
were formulated.

Out of necessity the black learned to comply with

white Southern society with little or no concern for his own welfare.
The South was built upon a system of black obligation to white.
This fact was especially evident during the days of slavery and re
mained so into the 1950’s.

One way in which obligation to the system

was manifested was in a political fashion.
While his Northern brother struggled to utilize his political
rights In an effective manner, the Southern black was faced with the
problem of attaining these same privileges.

The Southern black had

been disenfranchised since Reconstruction and blacks had no hope of
improving the situation until the civil rights struggle began in the
1950's.

Often, when blacks were allowed to vote, it was only a
y

select few who were chosen.

These few were sure to vote In a manner

approved by local, white citizens.

At other times, when a substantial

number of blacks were given the ballot, local white politicians
manipulated the black vote for,their own purposes."^

In many cases,

where the ballot was the easiest to obtain, the greater was the degree
2
of manipulation.
For example, In districts where blacks had little
^Alfred D. Clubok, et_ al., ”The Manipulated Negro Vote: Some Pre
conditions and Consequences,” in Avery Leiserson (editor), The American
South in the i960 *s (hew York: Praeger, 196k-), pp. 112-129*

2Ibid., p. 128.

trouble in 'registering, barbeques were often held for black voters
at the home of an elected official shortly before the election,.
On election day, several blacks were hired to go into their communi
ties to produce voters for white politicians at the polls.

Of

course, conditions such as the above were absent where blacks had
difficulty in obtaining the vote.
The black man also found it difficult to obtain justice within
his conmiunity.

Inmost Southern communities aggression committed

within the black section of the community would generally be ignored
by local law enforcement officers.

It was rare for a black man to

bring charges against a fellow black and, of course, virtually
impossible to bring charges against a white.

Not being able to bring

charges against a fellow black man had the effect of making the black
feel that he really was worthless and inferior because the system,
refused to treat him as human.

The black’s political status was still

similar to what it was at the time of the Dred Scott Decision in
1857: he was less than a citizen.

At best, the political relationship

between white and black in. the South could be described as parentchild.
Patterns of dependence existed not only politically but econonomically and socially as well.

Economic, political, and social

discrimination were all interrelated, for Professor V. 0. Key demon
strated that the political culture of the South revolved around keeping
3Ibid., pp. 122-12)4.

3*

the black man in an inferior position in all areas of life.^

The

dependent relationship existed especially in the "black belt” counties,
where blacks outnumbered whites.

In a typical county, whites owned

all the land, and enjoyed a monopoly bn the county’s wealth.

Blacks

were forced to come to the white plantations in order to make a
living.

The economic domination in turn had its social effects.

Blacks were subject to the regulations that the plantation owners sat
down and were vigorously punished for any infractions.
difficult to break the dependent relationship,

It was

Not even the law of

the land could immediately alter it.
For the black American, the immediate effect of the Brown decision
of 195^ ‘wa-s an increase in tension with the white South.

The South

was quick to realize that desegregation in schooling was a mere
stepping stone to integration on all levels of life.

The decision

had the effect of reversing the entire argument behind the Piessy
decision.

While the Plessy case involved segregation in matters of.

property and the Brown decision was concerned with the segregation of
schools, both were essentially concerned with the constitutionality
of segregation.. Other words could be substituted for neducation,f in
Chief Justice Warren’s opinion.

We conclude that in the field of public education
the doctrine of ’separate but equal’ has no place.
Separate educational facilities are inherently
unequal. Therefore, we hold that the plaintiffs and
J,l .
'V. 0. Key, Southern Politics 4New York: Knopf, 19^9)> p. 666.
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others similarly situated for whom the actions have
been brought are, by reason of the segregations
complained of, deprived of the equal protection of
the laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment.^
The South began to feel that the paternalistic bond between
herself and the blacks was in danger.
emotional.

Her response was drastic and

Most, if not all the South’s prominent national politi

cians viewed the court ruling as an act of betrayal.

Perhaps because

of the broad applicability of the ruling, Its cause as well as its
possible effects were interpreted with paranoia.

For example,

Senator James Eastland stated that the Supreme Court Justices had
been "indoctrinated and brainwashed by Left-wing pressure groups."

o■

James Byrnes of South Carolina added:
If the age of our constitution is to
against the soundness of fundamental
what about the age of bur religion?
invalidates truth In one field,.will
so in another.'

be held
principles,
If time
it not do

Public officials moved with rapid speed to erect barriers to the
Court’s ruling.

The traditional Southern process of placing the state

^Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (195^-) in Leon Friedman
(editor), The Civil Rights Reader (Revised Edition) (New York: Walker
and Company, 1967)9 P* 32.
6_
James Eastland in the Congressional Record, 83d Congress, 2nd
Session (May 27 5 195^)? 7254, taken from Norman.V. Bartley, The Rise
of Massive Resistance (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 1969)5 p. 67.
7James Byrnes in a speech m Rock Hill, South Carolina. The full
text is printed in The State (Columbia). This particular quotation
is taken from Bartley, p. 67.

government between the citizen and. the federal government was known
as interposition.

Interposition was ultimately to fail but for the

time being It continued to maintain the bond of paternalism between th
white and black community.
To summarize:

the South of the 19501s was as much "closed"

as it was at the time of Booker T. Washington.

There was a change

In legal interpretation, but because of interposition. It was
impossible to alter the political, economic, and social relationships
which made black obligation to the white system inevitable for black
survival.
Martin Luther King (1929-1968) was to redefine the obligations
of a black man to an oppressive society.

8

He began his career as

a political activist at a time when the South remained a closed system
•and was experiencing its first pangs of tension as a result of the
Brown decision.

For the purposes of this study King’s thought on

black responsibilities to America will be considered by means of
two themes:
protest.

(l) The obligations which one incurs during political

Assuming that the black has legitimate grievances against

an unjust system, what are his remaining obligations, if any, to that
system?

(2) The theme of the black man as the provider for the

salvation of the white.

Basically, this theme deals with those ele

ments of the black experience which may be of some value In the
reformation of white society.
^King’s thoughts on responsibility under protest are best described
in his Stride Toward Freedom, (hew York: Harper and Row, 196*4-).
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POLITICAL PROTEST AND OBLIGATIONS
Dr. King first took part in political protest in Montgomery,
Alabama In 1955 and 1956.

The protest in Montgomery was Initiated

on December 1, 1955 > when a black woman, Mrs'. Rosa Parks, refused
to move to the back of a city bus in order that the bus might
accommodate more white passengers.

Mrs. Parks was arrested and

King, along with Reverend Ralph Abernathy and E. D. Nixon organized
the successful Montgomery bus boycott in which the entire black
population of Montgomery participated.

Much of King’s thought on

responsibility in protest was formulated during this crisis when
King left Boston University and returned to the South to face once
again the contradictions of being both black and American.
The first obligation by which a black man was bound, according
to King, was loyalty to’the system.” The term ’’system” was used
extensively by King in his writings.

He was careful, however, to

differentiate the "systems” to which the black man owed allegiance
and those to which he owed none.

For example, King often praised the

American "system” and the beliefs surrounding it.. Pie felt that the:
ideas and Ideals of the American government were sound and that all
citizens regardless of race had a definite moral obligation, to lend
support to the government and its ideals.
chiefly by obeying just laws.

The obligation was met

At the same time, King held that the

"system” of segregation In the South was morally incorrect and. the
black man owed no loyalty to that "system.”
later struggles. King went a step further;

In Montgomery, and In
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■He'.who passively accepts evil is as much involved
in it as he who helps to perpetrate it. He who
accepts evil without protesting against it is really,
cooperating with It. . . . So in order to he true
to one’s conscience and true to God, a righteous
man has no alternative but to refuse to cooperate
with an evil s y s t e m . 9
The black man’s obligations did not end with his refusal to
cooperate and with active resistance to evil.
end with arrest.

Obligations did not

A protester was obligated to go to jail willingly

and nonviolently.
The way of nonviolence means a willingness to suffer
and sacrifice. It may mean going to jail* If such
is the case the resister_must be willing to fill the
jail houses of the South.-L^
Another important obligation which the black man incurred under
protest was that the protest itself had to be both nonviolent and
lawful.

Nonviolence had both a moral and tactical significance.

King's belief in the morality of nonviolence was probably most
.directly derived from his rather traditional view of Christian
principles.

He strongly believed in maintaining a spirit of love

through all piotest and felt that hatred was degrading to any human
who practiced it.

Violence was the active manifestation of hatred

which was to be avoided at all costs.

At times, King was able to see

that violence would come because of the lack of Improvement In the
9lbid., pp. 36-37*
10rbid., p. 193.

condition of the black, but he never advocated the breaking of the
peace to achieve any end.

Violence..by black people would not only

harm the white unnecessarily, but would destroy the soul of the
■black man,
King also placed a great
soundness of nonviolence.

He

deal of emphasis upon

the tactical

realized that if many

blackspartici

pated in violence, officials of the law would retaliate and there
would be needless bloodshed on both sides.

In a contest of weapons.

King correctly perceived that blacks would be powerless against
the white establishment.
King also felt that nonviolence was the only condition under
which a black-white alliance could be maintained.

He reasoned that

if blacks did resort to violence when allied with whites, many whites
would become alienated from the movement, leaving blacks alone to
'confront injustice.

Worse still, these whites could become polarized

against the blacks they once helped.

King simply did not believe

that blacks were ready to "go it alone."
In the final analysis, King felt that his nonviolence was a
combination of the "Sermon on the Mount and the Gandhian method of
nonviolent resistance. . . .Christ furnished the spirit and motivation
and Gandhi furnished the method. ..11
In protest activities, King departed from the Washington philoso
phy of waiting for the system to free the black man.
11

.

King strongly

Martin Luther King, Jr., Strength to Love (Hew York; Harper and
Row, 1963), p. l69«

kO
urged the black man not to “
wait for the American system to free him
but to confront the system directly and assume responsibility for
his awn liberation... Thus, King agreed with some of the more con
temporary militant writers by stressing the necessity of confront
ing the system.

On the other hand, he still kept the goal of

American citizenship in mind, and, hence, kept the theme of the
black man's obligation to America in the forefront.
Indeed, if first-class citizenship is to become a
reality for the Negro he must assume the primary
responsibility for making it so. Integration is
not some lavish dish that the federal government
o r the white liberal will pour out on a silver
platter while the Negro merely furnishes the appetite."
In sum, King believed that the black man in protest had a moral
obligation to obey all just laws of the American system, but he had
just as strong an obligation to disobey all unjust laws.
furthermore

obligated

He was

to take part in legitimate protest and not to

count on the white man to provide his opportunities. Here King
repeats the theme of DuBois. Above all, protest, had. to be In the
best American tradition.
One day the South will know that when these disin
herited children of God sat down at lunch counters,
they were in reality standing up for what is best in
the American dream and for the most sacred values in
our Judaeo-Christian heritage, thereby bringing our
nation back to those great wells of democracy which
were dug deep by the founding fathers in their
IP
King, Stride Toward Freedom, p. 198.

formulation of the Constitution and the Declaration
of-Independence.13

THE BLACK SAVIOR

r

"Bringing our nation back” was not only a goal of King’s, it

was a black obligation to America.

In his firm belief in the ideals

of the American system, King believed that the black man had an;
obligation to bring the white man back to the sentiments of equality
and freedom as expressed by the founding fathers.

In visualizing,

the black man as the savior of American society, King was contributing
to a tradition of black thought which dated to the time of Frederick
Douglass„
Douglass must be viewed essentially as a moral critic.
he was a

Because

slave, and later a free man in a hostile whiteworld, he had

to count on his voice and pen, rather than on physicalprotest.
Douglass fulfilled the, role.of a black man in calling on America to
live up to its principles and save itself.

In his "July Fourth''

oration in Rochester In 1852, Douglass pleaded with his fellow
countrymen.
The existence of slavery in this country brands
your republicanism as a sham, your humanity as a
base pretense, and your Christianity as a lie. . . .
Oh I be warned*, a horrible reptile is colled up In
your nation’s bosom; the venomous creature is nursing
at the tender breast of your youthful republic;
for the love of God, tear away and fling from you
the hideous monster, and let the weight of twenty

I^
Martin Luther King, Jr., "Letter From A Birmingham Jail," in
Why we Can’t Wait (New York* Harper and Row, I96A), p. 99-

millions crush and destroy it forever.
Booker T. Washington expressed similar thoughts, but there was
still a gap between him and King.

Washington thought that mere suf

fering and passive acceptance of oppression were two of the sacri
fices the black man was forced to-make in order to save himself and
the white man.

King, on the other hand, was convinced that the black

man had an obligation to oppose and reject an evil system and change
people through active opposition and persuasion.
out:

When-.King pointed

’'Freedom is not won by a passive acceptance of suffering.
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Freedom is won by a struggle against suffering,”
he transformed
the black man from a passive critic to a militant reformer.
Change is not only accomplished through activism., according to
liing.

"Love" also plays an important part in King’s philosophy of

the black man as a savior.

What King advocated was agape. Agape,

in King’s definition, was love which was disinterested in the personbeing loved.

Agape is directed toward both friend and enemy.

often spoke of changing opponents through the power of love.

King
It did

not matter whether the person being loved was a segregationist or a
fellow black man.

Agape was a love of need and action.

It was the

black man’s obligation to give his love to the white man merely
because he needed the love of the black:
.^Philip Foner, The Life and Writings of Frederick Douglass, Vol.
II (ilew York: International Publishers, 1950), p. 201.
■^Martin Luther King, Jr., Where Do We Go From Hare: Chaos or
Community? (New York: Harper and How, 1967), p"* 20l ~~
.

^3

Since the white man’s personality is greatly
distorted by segregation, and his. soul is greatly
scarred, he needs the love of the Negro. The
Negro must love the white man, because the white
man needs his love to remove his tensions,3 insecurities and fears. u
King further argued that hatred in any form, for any reason
was harmful.

The black man would destroy the entire society as

well as himself.

The white man, too, was capable of destroying

the world with hatred.

Love was the primary power of redemption

and King, like other black militant writers, seemed to believe that
the black man had more capacity for love than the white.

17

Internationally, King visualized the black man as the possible
savior of the entire world.

He naturally rejected violence as a

means of international reform, partially out of principle and
partially because he realized that the black nations of the world
had too much concern with their domestic affairs to consider the
possibility of revolution.

sf

1/hat Dr. King advocated as an alternative

was that the black man work to reform the United States from within.
The reform accomplished would have the effect of altering the
priorities of the world.
The hard cold facts today indicate that the hope
of people of color in the world may well rest on
the American Negro and his ability to reform the
structure of racist imperialism from within, and
16
n
King, Stride Toward Freedom, p. 87.
^See Eldridge Cleaver, Soul on Ice (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1968).

thereby turn the technology and wealth of the West
to the task of liberating the world from want.1^
The purpose King seemed to have had in mind in writing about
the black savior was the creation of harmony between blacks and
whites.

This same purpose is also evident in his writings on black

obligations under protest.
man and vice-versa.

King believed the black needs the white

Herbert Storing explained King’s beliefs con-

'

cerning the black man as a savior:
According to this view, the problems could not
be solved by separation3 even if that were feasible,
because the blacks and whites are in a relation of
mutual dependence. Each would be worse off without
the other.
In concluding this particular portion of the study, it should
■i

be noted that other theorists have added a new dimension to King's
thought on the black man’s role as a savior to American society.

Many

argue that the black man’s virtue and uniqueness are to be found in
the color of -his skin.
being black.

There is a special quality in blackness and In

Blackness.has been described by one theorist as "the

20
driving and unalloyed will for'Wholeness in human life.’*

Blackness

Is a gift which can save the entire American society.
King, Why We Can't Wait, p. 57*
T o

-

"^Herbert J. Storing (editor), What Country Have I?
St. Martin’s Press, 1970)^ P* 9*
20

(hew York:

Nathan Wright, Jr., Let’s Work Together (New York: Hawthorn
Books, 1969), p. 179.

If we ■as black men wish to become free— and if white
American wishes to be healed of its own sickness and
to grow into maturity--then all who call themselves
"responsible” men must challenge and command black
men to do their unique and critical part to make
total American life far more nearly what It should
be, . . . Somehow, the gift of blackness-— this
driving and unalloyed will for wholeness of human life-must be recognized and used for the common good of
all.21

SUMMARY AND COMMENT
The obligations contained in King’s theory of civil disobedience
parallel those of Henry David Thoreau.
conscience before his government.

A man must be true to his

He has an obligation to disobey

his government when it is wrong:
I think, that we should be men first and subjects after
wards It is not desirable to cultivate a respect for
the. law, so much as for the right. The only obligation
which I have a right to assume is to do at any time
what X think is right.
However, a man also has the-obligation to go to prison for his acts.
In criticism of this approach, it is possible that King still
gave too much allegiance to an 'unjust system.

Like Thoreau he

basically believed that "under a government which imprisons any
unjustly, the true place -for a just man is also a.prison,

This

21Ibid., p. 179v
pp

“Henry David Thoreau, "Civil Disobedience,” In Walden and Other
Writings, edited by Brooks Atkinson (New York: The Modern 'Library,
1937), 'p. 6t6.
23Ibid., p. 637.

thought is beginning to come under increasingly severe criticism,
especially from younger black militants.

If society is corrupt,

are not its prisons among its most corrupt institutions?

Did not

King and other activists tend to give legitimacy to the Southern
state governments by voluntarily submitting to its degrading penal
Institutions?
Many members of the white New Left, like many of the younger
black militants, would hold that a man incurs no obligation to go to
prison by breaking an unjust law.
no. obligation to a corrupt society.

They would argue that one has
When underground, Daniel

Berrigan explained:
Let me speak personally. At this point the law Is
after me. I have never been able to look upon myself
as a criminal and I would feel that In a society
in which sanity is publicly available, I could go
on with the kind of work I have, always done throughout
my life. I have never tried to hurt a person. I
tried to do something symbolic with pieces of paper
(burn draft records). We tend to overlook the
crimes of our political and business leaders.
We don’t send to jail Presidents and their advisors
and senators who talk like bloodthirsty mass
murderers. We concentrate obsessively and violently
on people who are trying ,to say things very dif
ferently and operate in different ways.2.
King, on the other hand, sharply defined obligations, and, to a
certain extent, advocated submission to a system which is morally
bankrupt.

While change was King’s ultimate goal, a certain complacency

pit
Daniel Berrigan and Robert Coles, The Geography of Faith (Boston:
Beacon Press, 197l)> P*> 62.
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must be tolerated as a tactic.
With regard to the role of the hlack man as a*savIor, King is ■
also to be criticized.

It is difficult to determine whether agape

or love will result in the salvation of either the white or black
man.

In the years of slavery, no man was more devoted to white

people than the black man, who labored for his master from dawn to
dusk and raised many children who were to become his masters.
even in loving, the black

Yet,

man was kept rigidly in.slavery.

The same argument can be used against the advocacy of the black
man loving the white today.

At least in the eyes of whites, the

black man and the white man are not yet In a position to consider
each other as equals.

It is questionable as to whether a man can

or should love another man who continues to oppress him.

Some will

also argue that racism is so firmly entrenched in the United States
that the act of the blackman,-loving'will have no effect on the white
man and may serve only to keep the black in a position of submission.
It is hard to argue against the fact that the future of the
United States is dependent to a considerable extent on the role that
the black man plays within the'country.
some complications.

Here too, however, there are

Even assuming that the black man becomes fully

responsible for his own liberation. It still may be difficult for
him to contribute to his full potential if white society continues to
oppress him. .Much is dependent upon how much independence America
will give to the black man.

If freedom, is limited, the black’s

redemptive powers may be lessened.

If freedom is expanded, It Is

possible that the black may become part of the mainstream and
lose some of his uniqueness that presently makes him a savior to so
many.
Gn the other hand, if constructive protest is successfully
pursued and reform is achieved in the United States, and the black man
is able to participate fully in American society and make contribu-_
tions to it as part of a unique group, a considerable redirection of
priorities may be achieved.

A constructive white partnership with

America's black citizens could not but have its effects on the rest
of the world.

CHAPTER V
IDENTITY, RESPONSIBILITY, AND RELIGION:
THE MUSLIMS
- '..Whatever his political beliefs
rather orthodox man religiously.

Martin 'Luther King, Jr., was a

The major asset separating him

from other black Southern preachers was his boldness in leadership.
Along with his political daring, King believed in Christian values
such as love of neighbor as well as faith and hope in God.

Yet, as

America moved into the 1960’s, the Christianity espoused by King was
becoming subjected to increased criticism by blacks.
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the black man and his
religion within the context of the discussion on responsibility.

In

an opening section, It will be suggested that, the traditional church
served to foster a paternalism between blacks and whites, and that,
j-

.

Christianity was merely another manifestation of white control In the
black community.

Because b3.acks increasingly desired to obtain more

control over their own lives, many found it prudent to reject
Christianity. • Included in this section is a major voice of this re
jection: James Forman.
Following the opening statement, an effort will be made to con
sider a black alternative to the Christian Church: the Muslim Church,
of Malcolm X.

We shall see that in order to combat paternalism and

force the black man to assume a greater share of responsibility for

b9
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himself and his community, the Muslims have concentrated on building
a positive identity for the black man.

Instead of relying upon whites

for solutions, the black man has an opportunity to turn to himself
and his brothers for help.
THE CHURCH AS A "CONTROL” MECHANISM
It was the American and European white man who brought Christianity
to the black.

While Europeans sent missionaries to Africa when coloniza

tion started, Americans introduced it through slavery when the Africans
first landed In the New World In 1620.

Starting with American slavery,

many black observers viewed Christianity as a control measure which
would insure black obedience to their masters and to the laws and regu
lations of the United States concerning blacks.
According to DviBois, the white man used Christianity as a rationI

ale for introducing and maintaining slavery.

Some masters regarded

slavery as a charitable act in that the heathen was given a chance to
redeem himself by casting off his primitive past and converting to
Christianity.

In the United States, converting slaves to Christianity

was an American version of Kipling1s "white man's burden.".
I once thought that it was unlawful to keep Negro
slaves, but I am now induced to think God may have
a higher end In permitting them to be brought to this
Christian country, than merely to support their
masters. Many of the poor slaves in America have
already been made freemen of the heavenly Jerusalem
“W. E. B. DuBois, The Negro Church (Atlanta: The Atlanta University
Press, 1903), p. 7 .
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and possibly a time may come when many thousands
may embrace the gospel, and thereby be brought into
the glorious liberty of the children of God.2
Most importantly, however, Christianity began to be employed to
define the obligations between master and servant.

According to

DuBois, the black slaves were encouraged to read the' Bible’s de3
scriptions of relationships between master and servant.
Naturally,
those passages which were read stressed the obligations slaves had
to obey their masters.
At first blacks attended church with their masters and received
instructions from them.

But as time went by blacks and whites began

to develop their own religious institutions.
into being.

The "Negro Church" came

But while separation encouraged a black church which had

some independent control over its operations, it also had the effect
of making black church members psychologically subordinate to white
people.

The control function was thus maintained.

One modern observer, the Reverend Albert Cleage, views the black
church as a means of escape.
reality.

It urged the black man to refuse to face

Cleage states that the black man escaped in one way on Satur

day night and another way on Sunday morning.

The chants and shouts

provided an outlet, and the black minister offered a type of "slave
2

James Habersham quoted in Du Bois, p. 10.

^Ibid., p. 29.
^Albert Cleage, The Black Messiah (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1968),
pp. 5-6.
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Christianity" in that "black people would go to church on Sunday
morning and find the strength to endure white folks for another six
days.
More importantly, the black church relieved blacks from any feel
ing of responsibility or obligation.

Their fate was inevitable since

it was impossible for the black man to solve any of his problems
independently.
God.

Problem solving was left to the Invention of a..-white

All problems would be solved after the final judgment when

blacks would go to heaven and whites would roast in hell.

Thus it

can be seen that even with separation, Christianity maintained its
control function.
It is only recently that blacks have recognized the control func
tion exercised by the Christian churches and have begun to act against
it.

Perhaps the most important of the new rebels is James Forman.
Concerning obligations, Forman advocates a reversal between the

church and the black man.

Instead of Christianity aiding in insuring

black loyalty to America, Forman argues that the church has an obliga
tion to repay blacks for past control functions.
Not to understand the two-thousand-year-old history
of governments and their complicity in our enslavement
is to miss a very important political point and the
crux of our demand for reparations.0
^Ibid., p. 6.
^James Forman, "Control Conflict and Change: The Underlying Con
cepts of the Black Manifesto," in Robert S. Leeky and H. Elliot, editors,
Black Manifesto (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1969)3 P- ^9*
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Forman proposes that Christian Churches and Jewish Synagogues
pay his organization, the Black Economic Development Conference,
500 million dollars in reparations.

Forman dismissed the charge that

he was attacking institutions which had no ability to pay.

He argued

that churches were traditionally privileged institutions which were
permitted to accumulate vast amounts of money and land without
taxation.

He also noted that reparations are theologically justified

in that passages in both the Old and New Testaments advocate that when
a .wrong is committed, it is necessary to obtain both forgiveness and
restitution.
While there seems to be some truth in Forman’s allegations,

he

does not fully explain how the Jewish faith was responsible for the
sufferings of blacks— after all, the religious institution of Judaism
had few black members and seemed to be the religious organization
most firmly committed to the salvation of the black.
Forman also does not explain why reparations should be given to
the Black Economic Development Conference.

He based his suggestions

on the charge that any white control over reparations would be
"paternalism."

Blacks alone could decide where the money could go

and Mr. Forman seems to appoint himself as the sole representative of
the black population.
Forman proposes that the reparations be spent primarily through
black economic programs completely controlled by blacks.

He calls

for the establishment of a black mass-media, land banks, and a strike

5*+
fund.

There is also a call for a black-controlled university in the

South.

However, in his effort to damn all things, both black and

spiritual, Forman completely ignores proposing anything which might
replace the black’s attachment to his religion.
reject the spiritual for the economic.

Forman appears to

For many blacks, however,

rejection of religion simply is not possible.

It is for this reason

that blacks sought a religion which would eliminate white control
and create an interpretation of the divine which would enable blacks
to worship within their own culture.

Some blacks have found that

answer in the Black Muslims.
MALCOLM X AHD THE BLACK MUSLIMS
In attempting?; to convert blacks to the faith of Islam, Malcolm
X thrust the question of identity squarely into the face of his people.
Blacks were forced to choose between Christianity, a religion they
had become accustomed to since coming to America, and the religion of
Islam, primarily a non-Western institution.

Malcolm posed his arguments

by stating that the white Western world was basically "imperialist”
and "racist,” incapable of achieving brotherhood with darker peoples.
Although Malcolm later claimed that there was a possibility of brother
hood, he still considered brotherhood to be difficult to achieve, and
this he blames upon whites.
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THE BLACK GOD
The first important element of an alternative identity /was a
non-white god.

Rather than wait for a white god or Jesus to take

them into heaven and cast whites into hell, black people were offered
a black god: Allah.
Allah is not a spirit but a man.

According to C. Eric Lincoln,

he is the "Supreme Black Man" among a nation of divine black men.
Allah is the redeemer of all black men and the coming of Allah marks
the start of justice for the black race.

Allah will rescue the black

man from his oppressors and his coming will signify the end of the
white race which will fade to extinction.
The characteristics of Allah, according to Lincoln, closely fit
the Christian concept of all its members as "one in Christ," the dif
ference here being that god is black and all black men are part of
Allah and are divine because of their blackness.

Color is, then, an

important aspect of the Muslim conception of God, as Lincoln explains:
A strong Platonic idealism permeates the Black Muslim
concept of Allah: Pure Black is equivalent to Absolute
Perfection. Again and again the thesis is sounded
that Black is the primogenitor of all that exists.
All colors are but shades of black; white is the ab
sence of color; hence the white man is incomplete and
imperfect. All things that are, are made by man;
and only Black Man is truly wise and creative.^

7C . Eric Lincoln, The Black Muslims in America (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1961), p. 73*

Ibid., p. 73-
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In line with their emphasis on blackness in Allah, the Muslims
are also quite conscious of color in their interpretation of divine
history.

Muslims believe that "BlackMan" was the "Original Man."

He is the primogenitor of all other races including the

whiterace.

The black man in America is the descendent of the original Black
Man, and all blacks are Muslims, whether or not they know it.

Muslims

believe that Christ himself was a Muslim prophet, for several of his
sermons such as "Lost Sheep," the "Prodigal Son" and the "Passing of
Lazarus" refer to the plight of the black race.
The Muslims are confident that when information such as the above
is learned by the American black man, it will enable him to recognize
the greatness of his race and will liberate him from paternalism.
The Original Man, Allah has declared, is none other
than the Black Man. He is the first and the last,
the maker and owner of the universe; from him come
all--brown, yellow, red, and white . . . the true
knowledge of black and white should be enough to
awaken the so-called Negroes . .. (and) put them Q
on their feet and on the road to seIf-independence
MORALITY AND IDENTITY
In attempting to uplift the morals of his race, Malcolm X argued
that the black man in committing immoral acts was helping to maintain
a paternalism between himself and the white race.

Malcolm explained,

with the illustration of drugs, how evil acts help the white man.

^Elijah Muhammad, The Supreme Wisdom, cited in Lincoln, p. 76.
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Every addict takes junk to escape something,
the Muslim explains. He explains that most black
junkies really are trying to narcotize themselves
against being a black man in the white man's
America. But, actually, the Muslim says, the
black man taking dope is only helping the white man
to "prove" that the black man is n o t h i n g . - ^
The black man aids the white not only through taking drugs,
but also by such practices as drunkenness and involvementin

crime.

Accordingly, the Muslims have implemented a strict code ofdiscipline
which all members are expected to follow.
In addition to their religious duties, Muslims have a strict
code toward more secular practices.

For instance, the Muslim is

forbidden to eat pork since the hog is considered a filthy animal.
One minister stated that the hog has many characteristics of the whiteman.

11
On sexual matters, the Muslims also have strict rules.

Sexually

promiscuous persons are to be punished, even to being expelled from
the movement. Great care must be exercised toward Muslim women who
were so often mistreated in the past by white men.

Muslims must

watch constantly for attempts by the white man to advance on the
black woman.

Interracial sex is strictly forbidden.

Muslims are

extremely sensitive to sexual matters since in the past there have
been so many charges concerning the alleged sexual immorality of
blacks.
^Malcolm X, The Autobiography of Malcolm X (Boston: Beacon Press,
1961), p. 73.
11
0
Lincoln, p. ol.
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Muslims are also warned against other vices which are common
to many people, namely, overeating and the use of tobacco and alcohol.
In forbidding these practices, the Muslims use the same argument
as the one advanced against drugs: all black vice is an aid to the
white man, who has a stake in seeing to it that the black man remains
an immoral creature.
An important function of the Muslims is conversion.

Muslims are

expected to go into the worst part of the ghetto in order to redeem
those at the bottom of society.
admitted to the organization.

Following redemption, blacks are
In saving those who are at the bottom,

the Muslims stress cooperation between each other to achieve this
goal.

No longer do they rely on a white god to intervene and save a

brother.

For example, Malcolm X, in his Autobiography, tells of the

process a man must undergo on breaking the drug habit.
The addict is first instructed as to why he is an addict.

Dope

addiction has its roots in racism.
The Muslim program began with recognizing that
color and addiction have a distinct connection.
It is no accident that in the entire Western
Hemisphere, the greatest localized concentration,
of addicts is in Harlem. ^
Following the realization that he is_ an addict and the recogni
tion of why he is an addict, the drug user, with the aid of reformed
Muslim junkies, goes through a therapeutic process.
■^Malcolm X, p. 260.
13Ibid., p. 261 .

He is brought
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to Muslim restaurants where he is treated like a human for the first
time in years, as he is addressed as "brother" and "sir."

It is in

such a place that he receives encouragement from black brothers to
"kick the habit."

The therapeutic process culminates with "cold

turkey"— the point where the addict must separate himself from his
habit.

As the potential Muslim screams, vomits, and kicks, his black

brothers attend him, shouting:
Kick that habit I Kick Whitey off your backl . . .
Don't hold nothing back! Let Whitey go, baby.
You're going to stand tall, manI I can see you
now in the fruit of Islam. ^
Following the vicious bout, the Muslim brothers slowly bring the
ex-addict to full recovery.
Thus, the Muslims seem to place considerable blame on whites for
the moral failings of blacks.

At the same time, a racial solidity

is stressed as a means to achieve solutions to problems.
H'TTERNATIOMAL SOLIDARITY
Under the Muslims, the black man learns not only to identify
with his brothers in the United States, but with those throughout
the world as well.
Since the Muslim religion views all colors to be but shades of
black and white to be no color at all, Muslims tend toward solidarity
with their brown, red, and yellow brothers in the Third World in
opposition to the white man.

^Ibid., p. 261.

The Muslims are not only a religious organization but a
political one as well.

They are not only interested in winning men

to their cause but also in attempting to form alliances to accomplish
specific goals.

Malcolm X first ventured into politics through his

Organization of Afro-American Unity.

While it was not an organiza

tion within the Muslim religion, the QAAU had close ties to the
church's members.
On July 9> 19614, Malcolm left for Cairo to attend the meeting
of the Organization of African Unity.

The Muslim minister, by virtue

of his leadership of the OAAU, was the American representative to
the conference.

At the meeting, he was permitted to speak.

Malcolm first outlined all of the wrongs which the United
States Government had committed against his people.

In doing so,

he attempted to identify the problems of the American black man as
being the problems of the African states.

The central problem seemed

to be racism.
Our problems are your problems. We have lived for
over 300 years in that American den of racist
wolves in constant fear of losing life and limb.
Recently, three students from Kenya were mistaken
for American Negroes and were brutally beaten by
New York police. Shortly after that, two diplomats
from Uganda were also beaten by New York City
police who mistook them for American Negroes. . . .
No matter how much independence Africans get here
on the mother continent, unless you wear your national
dress at all times, when you visit America, you may
be mistaken for one of us, and suffer the same psycho
logical humiliation and physical mutiliation that is an
everyday occurrence in our lives.15
^Malcolm X, Malcolm X Speaks (New York: Grove Press, 1965 ), pp.
7^-75.
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Malcolm then attempted to explain the obligations "which the
African states had "with regard to their black American brothers.

The

primary obligation which the African nations owed to the American
black was to assist him in making black liberation an international
struggle: one in which all Third World nations would identify.
for the American black had to become world-wide.

Concern

Specifically, the Mus

lim minister called upon the African nations to bring the problems
of the American black'before the United Nations Commission on Human
Rights.

Malcolm X based his recommendation on the belief that

America had failed in its obligations to protect his black brothers.
He therefore had to call on his "older brothers" in Africa to assist
him.

Once again, it was the mutual identity between the African

and the American black which made political unity necessary.
Your problems will never be solved until and unless
ours are solved. You will never be fully respected
until and unless we >are also respected. You will
never be recognized as free human beings unless we
are also recognized and treated as human b e i n g s .
SUMMARY AND COMMENT
The writings of Muslims such as Malcolm X and Elijah Muhammed
at times seem to be an exaggeration of reality both past and present.
While such writing indeed may be an exaggeration, it would be wrong
to underestimate the literal interpretation which most Muslim follow
ers attach to the teachings of their leaders.
~^roid., pp. 58 and 6 l.

This was especially

true with Malcolm X, who, according to his Autobiagraphy, followed
the writings and teaching of Mr. Muhammed to the letter.

Only after

much personal pain and suffering did Malcolm break with his leader.
But exaggeration or not, the main purpose of the Muslim religion
and the writings of its ministers seems to be to create a distinctive
identity for the black man.

Historically, the black man had no

choice in moulding his civilization! the white man had given him
everything, including Christianity.

As James Baldwin points out,

if the black man had a past, it was taken away from him with the
institution of slavery.

17

It should be added that many aspects of

civilization which the white man created for the black served a
control function. .Not only the Church but slavery, segregated
schools, "Jim CrowM laws and unjust courts were a H designed to keep
the black man in his "place.” These same aspects of racism had the
effect of elevating white civilization to the point where it was the
only culture acceptable.
Movements such as the Muslims must be seen as a rebellion against
the civilization which the white man has forced on the black, but the
value of the Muslims to America probably goes beyond mere rebellion.
In asserting that the black man has a civilization, the Muslims will
aid A m e r i c a i n two ways.
First, many a black man will be able to find an identity other
17James Baldwin, "Stranger in the Village," in Herbert Storing, ed.,
What Country Have I? (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1970), p. 221.

than through the paternalistic institutions of a white nation which
seeks only to control him.

While the black may not embrace the

Muslims wholeheartedly, he will at least become aware that he has a
past which goes beyond being black and American.
Secondly, the Muslims may make many whites feel the necessity
of recognizing black culture, perhaps for the first time.

Some whites

may dismiss the Muslims for creating a culture which does not exist but others will observe that if a people are so alienated that they
have to create a civilization, something must be drastically wrong
with the existing culture.

Whites, then, might be forced to reform

their civilization before the separation which the Muslims advocate
becomes a reality.

CHAPTER VI

WHITE RESPONSIBILITY: A REJECTION FOR SELF DEFENSE
The Oakland, California-founded Black Panther Party was created
because of.many of the same frustrations which produced the Muslims.
Both organizations flourished because blacks found themselves power
less against a white-dominated society, and both groups became de
termined to gain some control over their lives in the community.
But while the Muslims seemed to be based upon spiritual foundations
and mystical interpretations of history, the Panthers were concerned
with the material and practical.
The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate how Booker T.
Washington's concept of "white responsibility" or paternalism has
been rejected by the Black Panthers. To illustrate this change in
thought, the paternalistic structure of the urban ghetto will be ex
amined as an example of what little control blacks have over their
lives.

Following this section, an attempt will be made to analyze the

writings of Eldridge Cleaver and the Black Panther Party to demonstrate
the process by which blacks are now determined to gain control over
their own destiny.

Basically, it will be shown that the Panthers

consider "self-defense” as their most important conception of responsi
bility and that the Panthers exercise self-defense by:
1. Gaining control of the ghetto through an active struggle, and,
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2.

Constructing new institutions which will serve as a non

violent defense against the more harmful practices of white
paternalism.
THE URBAN GHETTO
While the plantation and the closed Southern society produced
political philosophies such as that of Booker T. Washington, the
urban ghetto played a part in forming the political thought of many
of the more modern black writers.

The ghetto must be seen essentially

as "the black community" and it is within this community that new
attitudes on responsibility began to develop.
Essentially a Northern phenomenon,"1', the ghetto was built as a
product of black migration from the South and white racism and exclu
sion in the North.

Within the ghetto, the black was subjected to much

of the paternalism which was present at the time of Washington.
property in the ghetto was not owned by the black man.

Most

The typical

ghetto resident lived in a building which was owned by a white
"slumlord," sent his children to a school which was controlled by
whites,

had his neighborhood patrolled by white policemen, and pur

chased household goods and foods at white stores with purposely in
flated prices.
While the Southern black fought for his civil rights, the Northern
ghetto black often found the ends sought by these struggles either

"^Kenneth B. Clark, Dark Ghetto (New York: Harper and Row, 1965) ,
p. 22.
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undesirable or irrelevant.

2 The black had political rights in the

North -which were denied in the South but he could not translate
these rights into any sort of meaningful action which would sub
stantially alter the pattern of exploitation in the ghetto.

Blacks

were dependent on whites or black politicians with debts to city
hall to provide for liberation.
These conditions tended to reinforce the old Southern notion*
prevalent in Washington’s time* that blacks were incapable of any
action on their own which was not manipulated or at least indirectly
controlled by whites.

James Baldwin sensed that this attitude was

still present when blacks who rioted at the United Nations after the
assassination of Patrice Lumumba were described as being controlled by
Communists.

Baldwin retaliated:

This is a notion which contains a gratuitous insult,
implying, as it does, that Negroes can make no move,
unless they are manipulated. It forcibly suggests
that the Southern attitude toward the Negro is also,
essentially, the national attitude. When the South
has trouble with its Negroes— when they refuse to
remain in their "place"— it blames ''outside agitators’1
and "Northern interference." When the nation has
trouble with the Northern Negro, it blames the K r e m l i n . ^
But as was evident by actions such as the above demonstration at
the United Nations, other more militant forces were at work in the

2
Anthony Lewis, Portrait of a Decade (New York: Random House,
196^)* p. 238 .
JJames Baldwin, ”A Negro Assays the Negro Mood," The New York
Times Magazine, March 12, 1961 . Cited in Lewis, pp. 239~2k0.

ghetto.

Some historians' have postulated that new ethnocentric

attitudes began to develop with black migration from the South,
although economic misery seemed to be a major stimulus for moving.

V

Some natural ethnocentrism seemed to persist at least culturally in
the early part of the twentieth century when all-black communities
such as Harlem became centers of black art and culture.
Politically and economically, however, nationalism moved slowly.
Although such personalities as Marcus Garvey and Elijah Mohammad
were active in the ghettos during the first half of this century,
black men were slow in their pursuit of racial solidarity.

Much

of the lack of appeal of nationalism was due to the continued dependence
upon whites to solve black problems.
The change of attitude which gradually developed and seemed to
climax in the 1960 ’s can be partially explained by the fact that
blacks began to become conscious of the political power potential of
their communities.

They aided in the Kennedy victory in i960 and

voted as a block to help defeat Goldwater in 1964.

Blacks also began

to realize that because of the weakening of old ethnic ties, it was
becoming impossible for many a city machine to force upon black voters
black politicians who catered to the wishes of the machine.
black politician began to arise in many communities.

A new

Chisholm, Diggs,

Conyers, and Dellums, who received the support of many white youngsters,
were all elected without much major support from white politicians.
^August Meier and Elliot Rudwick (editors), From Plantation to Ghetto
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1966), p. 201.
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Paradoxically, the policies of racism and exclusion 'which pro
duced the ghetto had the effect of unifying blacks and gradually
made them aware of a new need of mutual black dependence as well
as the potential of black political power.

It also finally made

blacks aware of their place In their own community.

While they

did not own much of it, blacks were determined to gain control.
CLEAVER AND THE BLACK PANTHERS
The men who compose the ranks of the Black Panthers are youths
raised in the ghetto who are anxious to rid their communities of
all traces of white paternalism and control their destiny.

A key

concept in the Panther theory of responsibility is self-defense.^
Self-defense is manifested in two ways: violently and non-violently.
In order to view the violent manifestation of self-defense, an
examination will be made of Eldridge Cleaver’s analysis of the land
question.

Here blacks attempt to defeat white paternalism by gain

ing physical control over ghetto territory.

Active physical re

sistance is a necessary requirement to gain control.

It is important

to remember that while many whites might consider Cleaver’s analysis
to be an offensive as opposed to a defensive one, many blacks would
argue that since they occupy the ghetto, taking control of it would
constitute an act of defense.

Blacks are in reality striving to pro

tect themselves against the harmful white control of their communities,
^Gene Marine, The Black Panthers (New York: Signet, 1969)5 p. 3^The Black Panthers were originally named The Black Panther Party for
Self-Defense.

In order to view the non-violent manifestation of self-defense,
an examination will be made of the institutions the Black Panthers
build in order to defend themselves against paternalistic or
ineffective and harmful white institutions.

Considered here will

be Panther educational and medical institutions as well as normal
police functions.
THE QUESTION OF LAM)
Eldridge Cleaver, Black Panther Minister of Information, developed the Panther opinion on land and ghetto control.

6

Basically,

Cleaver views the relationship between blacks and whites in the
United States as being the same as the status of a colony to a mother
country, with the blacks being the colony.
Cleaver notes that historically, blacks have had little or no
ownership of land.

They were stolen from Africa and were forced to

work in the South before and after slavery for little compensation.
Low wages and other social prohibitions prevented blacks from acquir
ing any land.

The same situation existed in the ghetto where blacks

owned little of their territory.
In the past, Cleaver notes, black leaders other than the Panthers
have attempted to gain land for blacks. The solution of Marcus Garvey
consisted of the transporting of blacks back to their native land of
Africa.

More recently, Muslim leader Elijah Muhammad demanded land,

See Eldridge Cleaver, "The Land Question," Ramparts (May 1968,
Volume 6, Nos. 9 and 10), pp. 51-53-
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although he'was not often specific as to which land he felt blacks
were entitled to.

Most blacks and whites rejected the separation

advocated by these men as impractical but as America moved into the
1960ss, many blacks began to become restless about the continued
white control of the ghetto.
Cleaver charges that whites attempted to forestall a solution
to the- land problem by denying that a colonial-mother-country status
existed between blacks and whites.

He states that whites used inte

gration as a means of pretending to open society to blacks instead
of granting them their own rightful possessions.

Integration-was a

stall tactic which was a last-ditch effort to save the colonial
relationship.
Viewed on the international plane, integration rep
resents an attempt by the white mother country to
forestall the drive for national liberation by its
colonial subjects in precisely the same manner as
France sought to hold on to its" colonial spoils by
defining its holdings as "overseas provinces.”?
Cleaver changed black thinking on black ownership of land in
that he advocated that blacks should own and control their own com
munities.

In’order to accomplish this state of affairs, blacks must

liberate'
■their colony from'the mother country.
To achieve liberation, political agitation is first necessary.
Blacks must acquire political power and "force” the landquestion on
white America.

Cleaver Urged blacks to continue to develop a sense
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of. nationhood ■which would later be fully realized when land is
acquired.

In line with political agitation, Cleaver calls for a

United Nations supervised plebiscite in black communities. This
plebiscite will give black people the opportunity to determine
whether or not they consider themselves to be a separate nation
within the United States.

Blacks would also be given;,the chance to

decide whether they desire United Nations membership as an individual
country.

Cleaver proceeds to predict that the agitation for the

United Nations plebiscite '"will create a major crisis for U. S.
„8
imperialism.
A violent struggle for land follows this crisis.
So we are now engaged openly in a war for the national
liberation of Afro-America from colonial bondage to
the white mother country. In our epoch, guerilla war
fare is the vehicle for national liberation all around
the world.9
Cleaver feels that ghetto uprisings of this sort are justified
because the land in the ghetto belongs to blacks and they are unjustly
being deprived of it through outside white control.

Thus, in fighting

to control their own communities, the black guerilla war is not
offensive but^defensive. It represents an effort by blacks to rid
their land of those really on the offensive— the whites.

8Ibid., p. 53^Ibid., p. 53*
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STRUCTURES FOR DEFENSE
Once blacks obtain a firm foothold by gaining ownership over
territory through political and military means, it becomes necessary .
for them to solidify their defense by implementing programs and
institutions to replace the former white structures which have ex
ploited blacks.

It should be' noted that while seizure of land has

not yet taken place, programs have already started.
For example, the Panthers completely reject the American prison
system and call for the release of all black men held in detention.
On the other hand, the Panther organisation has written its own rules
of ‘
discipline which all members must follow.

Party discipline includes

the avoidance of any unnecessary conflicts with the law.
includes limitations on drug use and drinking.
expulsion from the Party.

It also

Penalties range up to

By following party discipline, the young

Panther learns not only to liberate himself from harmful practices,
but he also assists the Party In advancing the liberation.of all black
men.
The Panthers also assume’a wider police function outside of
their organisation.

In accord'.with, their self-imposed discipline,

the members frequently patrol their own communities to prevent un
lawful actions by police.

They feel that blacks should have the right

to have their own community police force..

This is not to say that

Panthers do not perform police functions which are. beneficial to the
white community.

When black interest coincides with the.wishes of

the white community, the Panthers will assist.

Favorable response

to white society does not occur because of a sudden Panther love
for adversaries3 but because the Panthers must protect blacks from
participating in acts of self-destruction.
For example, in Berkeley, California, a grade-school principal
discovered a group of young black boys who called themselves "The
Black Panthers" and beat up other youngsters.

The boys stated that

they were attempting to behave like the real Panthers and said that
they found out what the Panthers were like from, newspaper and tele
vision coverage.

After the principal found this out, he invited a

group of adult Panthers to the school to explain to the children
that they were wrong.

The Panthers arrived and

urged the black pupils to cool it and to pay attention
in school, so that they could grow up educated and
therefore better able.'to provide leadership for their
brothers. They told them not to hate whites, but to
learn to work with them.,, and to' explain to them how
it is in the ghetto. And they warned against violence
except in clear cases of self-defense.^
Another function which the Panthers assume is education.

The

Panthers have organized "liberation Schools” which are held in com
munity centers or churches. The purpose of the Liberation Schools
is to supplement existing "racist" instruction in the white public
schools.

Subjects which are taught include Black History, a subject

which is commonly omitted in white suburbia,.
^Marine, p. 72 .

It is-also necessary

to give the subject a black perspective; that is, the material must
be taught by a black man who is able to relate his experiences to
the youngsters of the ghetto.

All too often, Black History has been

taught by white instructors who have distorted it and aided blacks
in believing in their own inferiority.
Another purpose of the Liberation Schools is to make future
black leaders responsive to the demands of their communities.

Bobby

Seale, Chairman of the Black Panther Party states:
My objective in the program was to teach Black
History if I could, and teach them (younger blacks)
also some degree of responsibility; not teach them
responsibility in old Establishment terms, but in
terms of their own people living in the community
Thus, the new Panther educational institutions serve a defensive
function for they are used to combat what the.Panthers consider to be
propaganda in the public schools.
Other institutions which have been constructed by the Panthers
are best thought of as providing health and welfare functions.

These

new institutions, too, are considered, to be. defensive measures in that
they, are intended to replace or supplement white structures which work
against the black interest.
In line with their police work, the panthers, under

theleadership

of their own white lawyer, Charles Gary, have instituted a program of
free legal aid for the ghettos.

The white government has failed.

11
'Bobby Seale, Seize The Time (Hew York: Vintage, 1970), p. 35.

Seale argues, because white poverty programs with legal aid measures
.■were not allowed to distribute funds for political cases.
cases were allowed.

12

Only civil

Coordinated with the legal aid program is the

most literal manifestation of self-defense in action; the Panthers
are encouraging black people to register to vote so that when jury
selections are made, it will become more difficult to ignore black
citizens in the selection process.

Presently, the Panthers contend

that they are without a defense in court and that trials are unfair
because juries are stacked with whites.
Other Panther developments are in the field of medicine.

Through

put the Bay Area, the Panthers have set up free medical clinics and
have enlisted the help of a number of doctors and medical students.
The Panthers are also cooperating with the Medical Committee on Human
Rights, an organization originally based in Mississippi during the
Civil flights Movement.

MCHR has aided with the organisation of clinics

as well as with practical medical work.

That the Panther’s medical

program is defensive can be seen in that there are few black doctors
who operate within the ghetto and fees of doctors from the outside
are usually too high for the average ghetto resident to afford.
A final program which the Panthers have implemented consists of
a Free Breakfast For Children Program.

The defensive nature of this

program is easily seen; proper nourishment is a common problem with
ghetto children.

The program was started with the cooperation of
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local churches and businessmen.

The churches provided the physical

facilities while the businessmen provided food and money.

The

Panthers request that members of the local community assist them
in the operation of the program.

By rendering such services, the

Panthers insist, blacks will be able to develop a sense of community
with each other as well as learn responsibility to that community.
Seale argues that those merchants who refuse to cooperate with the
program should have their stores boycotted, for such people have no
sense of responsibility to their community and blacks must defend
their community against them through boycott.

SUMMARY AND COMMENT
In viewing Panther thought on self-defense as a whole, it
seems as though it is divided between violent and non-violent aspects.
Cleaver’s thought would seem to stress the necessity of violence, ,
while free legal and medical clinics seem to represent a trend toward
non-violent change.

It is legitimate to wonder where the central

thrust of Panther thought is aimed.
One observation' that can be made of the Panthers and other mili
tant writers is that the violence of their rhetoric often exceeds the
violence of their action.

One Panther pamphlet explained:

When, we say. "Immediate withdrawal from Vietnam" we do
not mean that we expect all troops to be withdrawn
tomorrow, or that we Intend to force that withdrawal.
Obviously, pulling out of Vietnam would require a
certain lapse of time. On the other hand, what we do
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mean is that the principle of immediate with
drawal should be accepted at once and steps should
be taken to effect it as swiftly as possible. . . .
By the same token ,TFree Huey” does not mean that we
intend to storm the jail with machine guns., It
does mean that we believe Huey Newton is illegiti
mately imprisoned for political activity. . . .^3
Thus* rhetoric which on its face seems to advocate violence,
must be seen as another instrument of the Panthers which is used to
pressure the white community into constructive action.

Also, although

Cleaver seemed to advocate violence when he discussed the question
of land, Panthers are often careful about warning their people against
participating in spontaneous riots.

Such actions merely give the police

the opportunity to kill large number of black people.

In summary,

perhaps the advocacy of violence Is more a tool used to mobilize the
white community rather than to overthrow it by force.
The violence which Cleaver foresaw as blacks acquired land is
becoming increasingly irrelevant for groups such as the Panthers are
now in the process of gaining control of the ghetto non-violently.
Instead of violence, blacks seem to be more interested in building.
Blacks are first interested in building a new nation which will
not necessarily exclude whites, but which will eliminate many of the
more odious aspects of white civilization which have hampered blacks
in the past.

But the most important element of the new emphasis on

building is the reconstruction of the Black Man.

1^Marine, p . 1.1.2.

?8
In an essay entitled "To All Black Women From All Black Men”
llj.
which appeared in Cleaver's Soul On Ice,
the Black Man, Returned
from the dead," after four hundred years, faces his woman.

Cleaver

mentions the failings that the Black Man has experienced during this
time: he neglected his black woman and watched her as she was forced
into domestic and sexual servitude.
THE SOUND OF MY WOMAN CALLING MS, ME, I HEARD HSR
CALL FOR HELP, I HEARD THAT MOURNFUL SOUND BUT HUNG
MY HEAD AND FAILED TO HEED IT, I HEARD MY WOMAN CRY.
I HEARD MY WOMAN SCREAM, I HEARD MY WOMAN BEG THE
BEAST FOR MERCY, I HEARD HER BEG FOR FIS, I HEARD MY
WOMAN BEG THE BEAST FOR MERCY FOR ME, I HEARD MY
WOMAN DIE, I HEARD THE SOUND OF HER DEATH. . .. . 5
The

Black Man became so

tent to act against him.
means necessary.

petrified of the slavemaster thathe

wasimpo

The Black would pacify the white man by any

The Black Man was completely defenseless.

But at

the end of his essay, Cleaver visualizes himself and his black woman
as having escaped from a difficult "Valley of Slavery and Death."

They

now live in a wild jungle overrun with ruins— the--ruins of white civili
zation.

The Black Man now realizes that it is time for him to take on

a new responsibility

in

protecting his woman and in building

But put on your crown, my Queen, and we will build
a new city on these ruins.
^Eldridge Cleaver, Soul On Ice (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1968),
pp. 205-210.
Ibid., p. 208.

l6

Ibid., p. 210.

a

newcity.

CHAPTER VII
MY BROTHER'S KEEPER: THE BLACK MAN'S
RESPONSIBILITIES TO HIS RACE
So far in this study, .commentary has dealt mainly with questions
of leadership responsibility as well as paternalism and the obligations
which blacks owe to America.

The purpose of this final chapter is to

examine change in black thought concerning the obligations which
black people owe to themselves.

In the philosophy of Washington,

blacks did have obligations toward each other; however, if these ob
ligations interfered in any way with black obligations toward white
America, Washington would forsake any responsibility blacks had toward
themselves.

The more modern theme stresses that blacks have duties to

each other before they have any to white society.
In previous chapters, the environment of the ghetto or the black
urban community served as a background to the thought of the Panthers,
while a consideration of the rural South was made in order to assist
in the analysis of King's thoughts on responsibility..

In this chapter,

a black community of the rural South will be used as a case study to
illustrate how in practice blacks have developed a sense of obligation
to themselves.

The particular community under consideration is

Lowndes County, Alabama, and the theorists are Stokely Carmichael and
Charles V. Hamilton.
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■■LOWNDES COUNTY, ALABAMA, AND THE LCFO
An independent black political party, the Lowndes County Freedom
Organization, was formed in Lowndes County, Alabama, in March of 1966
for two reasons:

(l) Local whites had completely failed to have any

sense of political obligation towards the black population of the
county; that is,, they had historically excluded blacks from the politi
cal process; and (2) Blacks realized that as a result of the first
condition, it would be necessary for them to build a party.in which
black people would be able to both participate in the political
process and build and feel a sense of obligation towards each other.
Each of these factors will be discussed in turn.
Lowndes County, Alabama, is a typical "black belt” Southern
community.

In terms of population, blacks outnumber whites four to

one, yet, the whites managed effectively to exercise a near politi
cal and economic monopoly.^

By means of terror and less .harsh methods

of persuasion, blacks were totally excluded from the electoral process
prior to 1966.
Like many areas of the deep South, Lowndes County was deeply
affected by the 1965 Voting Rights Act.

In Alabama as a whole, the

number of blacks registered to vote doubled from 100,000 to 200,000
between 1965

2

1966.

In Lowndes County Itself no blacks were

^This fact, plus most of the subsequent ones are contained in
Carmichael and Hamilton, Black Power; The Politics of Liberation in
America (New York: Random House,I967 )*
o
“Gene Roberts, "Alabama Negroes Drive for Office,;; The New York .
Times, March 3? 1966, p. 2b .
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registered in March of 1985 5 hut by March of the following year
approximately 3>900 blacks had made their first trip to the county
seat to break a once insurmountable obstacle to full participation
in citizenship*
The act of registration forced white Democrats into a dilemma:
they either had to socialize the blacks into the political process
and offer at least some token concessions to them or drop all
obligations to blacks and face opposition.

They chose to do the

latter.
But even before they organized an independent party., blacks still
sought to test how much responsiveness the white political structure
had toward them.

Lowndes County blacks first tested the" white

community’s sense of obligation by Initiating a Federal law suit
against local white officials in January of 1966. The blacks con
tended that white rule in Lowndes County was Illegal because local
officials were elected at a time when blacks were denied the vote.
Because of the alleged illegal possession of County offices 3 the blacks
argued that all.offices should be up for election the- following
November.

Their motion., was denied.

A three-Judge Federal Panel dismissed the suit oh the grounds
'that an"election such as the one proposed would have a disruptive
effect on the flow of governmental business. The Judges also ruled
that the blacks should have sought legal action immediately after the
then present officials were elected.

The court also rejected the

argument that the unfavorable ruling would leave
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the majority of the people in Lowndes County ruled
by persons who had been elected by a small minority
of persons who had usurped power by unconstitutional
means.3

All hopes of blacks actively campaigning in the Democratic
primary in Lowndes County were shattered on February

On that

date 3 the qualifying fee in the Democratic primary was raised from
$50 to $500.
With this final rebuff, the blacks, feeling that whites had
failed in all their obligations to them (if they ever had any to begin
with) formed the Lowndes County Freedom Organization.

The most im

mediate reason for the party was the lack of an organization in the
state or community which had any obligations to black citizens.

The

only black leaders in Lowndes County were ministers and school teachers,
but as Carmichael and Hamilton pointed out these people seemed to
have obligations to whites first and blacks second.

The new political

party was formed so that a leadership could be developed which would
have obligations to the black community before all else.
The Lowndes County Freedom Organization held their primary and
nominating convention in May and selected black candidates who would
be responsive to the black community.

They also drew up a party plat

form, and, for the first time in Alabama history blacks were in a
position to expect their candidates to fulfill their obligations to
a political platform.

Following the primary, they began an energetic

•^''Hegroes Lose Fight to Oust All Officers in Lowndes County," The
Hew York Times, April 1, 19^6, p. 2k-.

campaign.
The campaign, did not follow conventional American politics..
Neither black nor white man advanced outside the boundaries of his
respective ethnic group to solicit votes. The positive aspect of
the campaign to black people seemed centered around a growing sense
of responsibility that blacks began to develop toward each other.
The Student Non-¥iolent Coordinating Committee trained their people '
in the tasks required of election clerks and poll watchers.

The

Party organized a car service which would bring blacks to the county
seat to vote.

Blacks were also to assist their brothers at the polls

against both attempted manipulation of the vote as well as falsevoter challenges.

Mr. Emory Ross, LCFO candidate for coroner, ex

plained the new sense of obligation among blacks just before the
election:
Instead of pulling the black panther lever (symbol
of the LCFO.) and going on home, we tell our people to
pull the lever and back up fifty feet and stand
ready to help our brother if he needs it.■
Despite the newly created sense of black responsibility, the
Lowndes County Freedom Organization lost in all its attempts to win
office.

Carmichael and Hamilton attributed the loss of the election

to two factors.

First of all, whites banded together when they were

threatened- by the new black political power.

The whites split their

votes and voted Republican against two Lowndes County Freedom
Organization candidates for Board of Election positions when no
^Carmichael and Hamilton, p. Ill

Democratic candidates were slated.

Secondly, some blacks did not

fulfill their political obligations to the black community and voted
for whites.

Much, of this type of voting was the result of intimida

tion by plantation owners who had the power of economic reprisal over
their employees.

Also, many (t9%) of the blacks in the county did

not register to vote.

Carmichael and Hamilton concluded that the

Lowndes County Freedom Organization should intensify its organiza
tion by concentrating on those who had not registered to vote rather
than on those who had voted for white men because of intimidation.
It is possible, however, that the two black writers assume that
absence from registration was a result of ignorance or apathy when
in reality this lack of participation also comes through fear.
IMPLICATIONS OF THE LCFO ELECTION FOR
BLACK OBLIGATIONS
Carmichael and Hamilton drew two main implications concerning
black obligations to America as a result of the Lowndes County ex
perience: (l) In many cases, blacks could no longer (if they ever
could) give allegiance to the white political system and expect to
achieve results which would be oriented toward black needs. In other
words, '’coalition” politics would no longer be useful to blacks; and
(2) New political structures such as the LCFO had to continue to be
constructed.

These new structures would have the effect of making

black people responsible to each other and not to the white power
structure.

Within.the new organizations, It was essential that
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blacks gain power over the goals of the structure as well as the
definition of the obligations of members to the organization.

This

meant that members would be obligated primarily to the needs of
black people.
Carmichael and Hamilton looked on coalitions with disdain:
such arrangements always seemed to work for white people, usually at
the expense of blacks.

Both men also realized that whites would

always be quick to break the coalition if white superiority within
the organization was threatened.
In the case of coalitions, it was always the white faction which
was able to define the obligations to its members.

The black faction

incurred the obligation of loyalty to the white, faction without
profiting in return.

Moreover, the goals of the black and white

factions of a coalition were often different.

The white, groups had

the goal of preserving the American system, while blacks sought to
rid the system of racism.

Carmichael and Hamilton argue that in

order to rid the American society of racism, the black man must seek
fundamental change in the system which the whites are unwilling to
accept.
The Anglo-conformity position assumes that what is
good for America--whites--is good for black people.
We reject this . . . the political and social rights
of black people have been and always will be nego
tiable and expendable the moment they conflict with
the interests of their ’’allies."*?
^Ibid., pp. 62-63-
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Second,

Carmichael, and Hamilton attack the concept of a

black-white coalition on the grounds that it is dangerous for the
economically insecure black to form a coalition with a group of
higher economic status.

This is because the more secure group

inevitably forms the coalition to perpetuate its own position.
Black support of such an arrangement merely serves to reinforce an
already exploitative relationship.

Black people once again would

place themselves in a position of owing allegiance to a group which
they wish to overthrow rather than to their own goals.

The very act

of entering an economic coalition gives legitimacy to the prevailing
economic relationship and tends to cover over the legitimate
grievances of the subordinate group.

Carmichael and Hamilton use the

example of the alliance between blacks and labor to illustrate this
point.

Blacks were influential in their support of the rise of

organized labor.

Once labor had risen to a significant position,

however, many blacks lost their jobs because "white only” provisions
were written into labor contracts.
The third Carmichael-Hamilton objection to black-white coalition
grows from their assumption that coalitions are formed on the basis
of the self-interest of the participants.

It is their contention

that whites enter coalitions solely on the basis of self-interest,
and will break from any integrated political-organization when white
group interest is threatened.

The morals, friendship and

i*;■

sentimentality of whites are usually fagades; self-interest is the
sole motivating factor of white political behavior.
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For example, the. authors mention that when the civil rights
struggles were at their height in the South, church groups supported
the black movement by aiding in demonstrations and by advocating
the consideration of pro-black legislation by Congress. But when
reform was attempted in the North in the more sensitive area of
housing, most whites had a Change of heart.
. . . people did not feel morally obligated when
the issues struck closer to home— in the North, with
housing as an example.8
White obligations to the blacks were not stable.
In conclusion, modern black-white coalitions, according to
Carmichael and Hamilton, differ little from the "coalitions" during
the time of Booker T. Washington.

Of course they are being ironical,

for during Washington's time coalitions did not exist at all.

Whites

simply led the. black man by having the power to define the blacks.1
obligations to the activity or organization in question, an attitude
developed during Reconstruction.

Most coalitions are unsatisfactory

today because the white man will always fulfill obligations to his
own group before he considers the black man.

Moreover, within modern

coalitions, the black man's obligations are constantly defined in
such a way that they will always be oriented toward the wishes and
goals of the white faction of the coalition.

6Ibid., p. 76.
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'■What Carmichael and Hamilton propose as a solution to the
problem of black-'white coalitions is the formation of organizations
such as the Lowndes County Freedom Organization, built totally on
the idea of black people developing a sense of obligation to them
selves.

With regard to the possibility of black people forming any

coalitions, it is first necessary for them to "close ranks."

Other

wise stated, before forming any coalition which involves mutual
obligations and responsibilities, black people must first develop
a sense of responsibility to themselves.

This sense of responsibility

can be increased by efforts to collect and add to all potential
political and economic power and to orient such power toward the
interests of black people.

When blacks build political and economic

power to a degree equal to whites, it will be more difficult for any
coalition to turn into an exploitative relationship.
In forming any new coalition, the power to define both goals and
obligations are a key.

Given the assumption of self-interest, blacks

must have the power to define their goals and see that the goals of
each group in the organization are compatible with their own.

If

goals are not similar or if whites attempt to destroy the goals of
blacks, the blacks must maintain a spirit of mutual obligation:
Let black people organize themselves first, define
their interests and goals, and then see what kind
of allies are available. Let any ghetto group
contemplating coalition be so tightly organized,
so strong, that . * . it . . . cannot be absorbed
7
or swallowed.1

^Ibid., p . 80.

Carmichael and Hamilton were later to disagree on the actual
construction of a new black political party.

Hamilton came forth

for flexibility and pragmatism in forming new structures8 while
o
Carmichael favored an exclusively black and national party.
In
both cases, however, the measuring yardstick of the utility of any
new political structure was its sense of responsiveness and
responsibility to the black community.

^

The construction of new forms of institutions for the eradica
tion of racism is not restricted to the black community.

"While

Carmichael and Hamilton are not specific, they argue that the white
community must replace old and ineffective political structures
with new institutions, which will be responsive to black needs.

In

addition, whites must take the primary responsibility of going into
their own communities to combat white racism.

Too often, sincere

(and insincere) whites have chosen to work within black organizations
and have had the effect of perpetuating an already dependent rela
tionship.

The presence of the white man in a black organization has

also had the effect of altering goals which were originally estab
lished for blacks and turned organisations which were once responsive
to black needs to organizations responsive to the white system.
8
Hamilton's somewhat revised views on Black Power are contained In
Charles V. Hamilton, "An Advocate of Black Power Defines It,” The
New York Times Magazine, April lk3 1968, pp. 22-23> 7 9 ~ Q 3 *
^Carmichael presents his view in Stokely Carmichael, "The Case
For an Independent Black Political Party," International Socialist
Review, XXIX (January-February, 1968), pp. 39~55*

90
Carmichael and Hamilton also frequently evoke the possibility
of an effective alliance between poor whites and blacks.

The

authors indicate that it is the responsibility of whites to organize
such an alliance for it is impossible for a black man to approach a
poor white community and speak of a coalition.
SUMMARY AM) COMMEUT
The Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders
(1968) indicated that "what is new about Black Power is phraseology
rather than substance.

The Report adds that much that Black Power

symbolizes has its roots in Booker T - Washington’s advocacy of selfhelp, pride for race, and racial solidarity.

It further claims that

by retreating from a direct confrontation with white America on the - issue of race, the separatists have accommodated themselves to white
racism, much in the same manner as Washington.
Much of their economic program, as well as their
interest in Wegro history, self-help, racial soli
darity and separation, is reminiscent of Booker T.
Washington. The rhetoric is different, but the
ideas are the same.H
This interpretation is an oversimplification.
It is true that black power advocates and Washington had some
of the same goals in mind in writing and speaking.

For example,

both sought to make the black race cooperate as a people and take
pride in their accomplishments as a race.

But there is a fundamental

^ Report of the National Advisory Coimaission on Civil Disorders.
(Washing!on:' U . S . Government Printing Office, I96B), p. 111.
~~Ibid., p. 112.

differences in that many of the writings of Washington were geared
toward harmonizing America, while most of the black power advocates
lean toward polarization.

Washington was interested in obtaining a

racial peace, where blacks could advance economically and gain physi
cal safety at the expense of losing political power.

Carmichael and

Hamilton, on the other hand, were interested in separating blacks
from corrupt white institutions so that blacks would be able to use
their collective power against white society.
It is false to assert that black power advocates have succumbed
to.the demands of white racism, as Washington did, because they failed
to confront white Americans with their request that they be fully
integrated into American society.

Blacks have already attempted to

integrate and have been rejected because they were devoid of the power
necessary to make integration a meaningful and not a false reality.
Once blacks are sufficiently united to confront America as proposed
by Carmichael and Hamilton, meaningful integration may be achieved.
Thus, there is not only a difference in rhetoric between Washington and
Carmichael and Hamilton, but in program as well.
While it can be argued that Martin Luther King was too optimistic
about the American political system, it is possible that in some
aspects of their analysis, Carmichael and Hamilton are overly pessi
mistic.

It is easy to understand their pessimism but an objective

analysis must be made of their attitude.
First, it is possible that the authors place too much emphasis on
the role of self-interest in politics.

It is simply not always true

that people behave in a selfish fashion when it is a question of
political affairs... At times, other factors can be of more importance
than self-interest in a political relationship.

For example, Prof-

fessors Banfield and Wilson have found that voters do not always
cast their ballots with their own narrowly conceived self-interest
in mind.

12

In their study on voting for increased public expendi

tures, Banfield and Wilson found that at least some voters seem to
possess a "public regarding” view of politics rather than a selfinterest motivation.

While this study is confined to one particular

aspect of the political process, it Is an empirical example of people
choosing to vote against their own economic welfare to the possible
benefit of minority groups.
Carmichael and Hamilton also tend to underestimate the value of
the Federal Government in helping to implement some of the beneficial
social change which occurred in the 1960*s.

For example, they made

light of the Civil Rights bills passed in Congress.

While more

empirical research is needed concerning the effect of law on social
change, at least seme social scientists have suggested that in the
South, Supreme Court decisions and Civil Rights laws have had a
positive effect upon white attitudes toward blacks.

13

*1

James Q. Wilson and Edward C. Banfield, "Public-Regardingnsss
as a Value Premise In Voting Behavior," In The American Political
Science Review, LVIII (September, 1964), pp. 876-867.
*^See Frederick M. Wirth, Politics of Southern Equality: Law and
Social Change in a Mississippi County, Institute of Governmental
Studies, The University of California (Chicago: Aldine Publishing
Company, 1970).
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Finally, perhaps In line with their emphasis on self-interest,
the authors display little faith in the role that altruism, particu
larly among whites, can play in black movements.

Although blacks

have more often been betrayed by whites than not, through the years
a number of whites have sacrificed their lives to advance the
causes of the black man.

While some whites do behave in a racist

fashion when their own group interest is endangered, the Black'Power
thesis does not explain such people as John Brown and Viola Liuzzo
or James Chaney, Andrew Goodman and Michael Schwerner, to name only
a few of the many examples which could be cited.
In admitting whites to partnership in or with a black organiza
tion solely on the basis of their utility to that organization,
blacks may discourage some idealistic whites who might participate
spontaneously.
static.

The exclusion of whites may make an organization

As long as blacks are In control of an organization and main

tain power to define goals and obligations of members to the organiza
tion, it would seem that it should matter little if whites are admitted
solely on the basis of their idealism.
In summary, perhaps there is a greater need for a black-white
alliance than Carmichael and Hamilton realize: however, whites must
also realize that their role In any new coalition might have to be
supportive rather than regulatory.

CHAPTER VIII

RESPONSIBILITY AMD BLACK THOUGHT: THE MOVEMENT TODAY
In the "Introduction" of this study, it was stated that the new
black tradition of responsibility would have three primary differ
ences from the Washington tradition.

These are;

1. The new view holds that the black man’s obligations to America
are more limited than in the past and more positive than previously,
in that there is a new emphasis on the savior role.
2. The new view holds that the black man,

himself, must become

responsible for his own liberation by combatting paternalism.
3- The black leader has a special responsibility in aiding the- black man to free himself.
The purpose of this chapter is to assess the status of black
thought as of the present day.

It is hoped that the reader will

see that the major premises of the new black thought on responsibility
are interrelated to a considerable extent.
OBLIGATIONS
The American political system is marked by Its capacity to
absorb., protest movements and dissenters.

For example, the late

socialist Norman Thomas watched many of his domestic proposals imple
mented in the latter part of his life.
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Similarly, it is now clear
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that in the area of foreign policy Republican President Richard
Nixon has employed to a large extent much that was proposed by Henry
C. Wallace in the 19^+8 Presidential campaign.

The political system

may also have absorbed much of the black protest movement.
Much of what has been said by modern black thinkers is indeed
rhetoric, but rhetoric has had its effects upon black-white relation
ships in America.

In some instances, rhetoric has alerted the. American

system to the dangers it faced and caused substantial reform which
possibly .averted bloodshed and disaster.

One organization within the

white political structure to which blacks have had a marked allegi
ance is the Democratic Party.

When Black Power was written in 1967*

it was speculated by many black writers that a break with the Democratic
Party or any white political organization was necessary for blacks.
It was argued that blacks constituted a meaningless minority subject

-

to manipulation by the white leaders of the Party.
If at times these charges were emotionally extreme, they appeared
to be grounded on fact.

In 1968 the black representation at the

National Convention was pathetically low compared to their ten per
cent proportion to the general population.

Like members of the New

Left, militants such as Bobby Seale and Dick Gregory were forced to
take to the streets to make their grievances known.

Much was changed

when in 1970 a reform commission headed by Senator George McGovern
altered the rules of the Party so that minority group representation
could be increased.

States were to choose their delegations in such
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.a way that minority groups would be represented In proportion to
their numbers in the general population.
At the 1972 convention, reform did have its effects.

Black and

liberal delegates united to unseat the Illinois delegation of
Chicago Mayor Richard Daley, partially on the grounds that.it did
not fulfill McGovern commission guidelines with regard to minority
group representation.

There was also less manipulation evident in

that blacks at the convention were able to unite in substantial
numbers to endorse McGovern and inflate his delegate count.

Much of

McGovern’s black delegate support was no doubt due to his promise to
employ blacks in his administration in reasonable proportion to their
numbers in the population, as well as his advocacy of racial quotas
in delegate selection.
This example of the Democratic Party is not used in order to
make a case that the entire American political system is reforming
to accommodate blacks.

It merely illustrates that It is possible

for blacks to develop allegiance to a reformed white Institution.
At present, then, there is a trend away from either complete separa
tion or Integration.

Rather, the trend seems to be one of pragmatism.

Blacks are developing loyaltjr toward some aspects of the political
system which will be of benefit to them and rejecting those institu
tions which will harm them.
PATERNALISM AND SELF-LIBERATION
In accepting some parts of the system and rejecting others,

blacks face the ceaseless crisis of identity.
in a white country.

They are black men

Blacks are accepting and developing allegiances

to institutions which will be of some help to them, but also, they
are continuing to build and reform institutions of their own to
compensate for America1s failures.
In the past few years, native black Institutions have been
strengthened.

For example, with regard to religion, in the mid-

1960*s there was a strong movement by many blacks toward the Muslims
and the teachings of Malcolm X.

Although the movement is continuing

today and blacks are no doubt still joining the Muslims, the chief
contribution of Malcolm X was probably in making black Christian
churches understand their own shortcomings.
Black Churchmen seeking to respond to the rejection
of Christianity as the white man's religion began
to aggressively affirm the relevance of Christianity
to the black condition . . . In response to the
mood in the black community, black apologists began
to speak of a black theology.
The black church has become revitalized and discussions have begun
on subjects which were impossible to consider a few years before.
The fact that the subject of reparations is now undergoing a serious
debate among black theologians is an indication of change.

A few

years ago, all but a few black clergymen denounced James Forman as
an extremist.
\jaines A. Joseph, ,rHas Black Religion Lost Its Soul?," in Floyd
B. Barbour (ed.), The Black Seventies (New York: Porter Sargent,
1970), p. 75-

Thus, with regard to religion, it seems as though the black
Christian no longer faces the choice of complete acceptance-paternalism--or complete rejection.

It Is possible to make Christ

ianity relevant to the needs of black people through reform of the
black church.
With regard to governmental institutions, choice is also broader
than it ever has been before.

In the past, blacks sought either to

cooperate with the system and become a part of it or separate from
the system, gain strength and attempt to re-enter.

Today more than

ever it seems possible for blacks to be part of the system and main
tain a separate identity within it.
To achieve a greater choice, blacks attempt to gain control
over particular aspects of the system without actually separating
from it.

One area of government where blacks have been able to

establish some control is in the area of education.

At the elementary

and high school levels, for example, some black parents are rejecting
busing In favor of community control of the school system.
case community control means black control.

In this

At the university level,

blacks are struggling to establish Black Studies Programs which will
be staffed by blacks and under limited control of white administrators.
In summary, the debate has shifted from integration versus seg
regation to the question of how blacks are able to make certain
aspects of the system responsive to them.

Blacks reject paternalism

but some institutions of American society will continue to be vehicles
for liberation.

It is thus impossible to separate the development
o f ■bur condition and life as blacks in this country
from the development of the system itself. Nor
is it possible for blacks to free themselves without
turning over every institution of this society, all
of which have been structured with blacks at the
bottom. ^

THE LEADER
At present, perhaps the most perplexing question is that of the
black leader.

DuBois, King, and Malcolm X are dead.

Gleaver is in

exile and Carmichael spends most of his time out of the country and
is seldom heard from.

Indeed, there appear

stature of the men mentioned above.

to be no leaders of the

But as issues change, men change

All of the great leaders mentioned were men who were dedicated to
great and lofty causes as well as the welfare of black people.

King

was concerned with the unity between black and white and the building
of a Christian brotherhood.

Cleaver, DuBois, and Carmichael were

dedicated to defeating racism and providing dignity for the black man
Once major causes are presented and gain wide acceptance, how
ever, it takes a different type of leader to translate the causes
into beneficial actions.

At the moment, little more can be said

than has been already proposed by men such as King, Cleaver, and
Carmichael.

The time has come to act on their causes and blacks In

many instances have now acquired the power to act on them.

2James Boggs, '“The Revolutionary Struggle for Black Power,”
Ibid., p . i+l.
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In the previous section of this chapter, it was suggested that
the present state of the black movement involves acquiring a certain
amount of power within certain institutions of the American system
which would be of benefit to black people.

The new leaders, then,

are those who aid in the accumulation of this power.

It is an

important and necessary job, one which is more concealed and less
spectacular than the tasks of total mobilization faced by King and
Malcolm X, but just as difficult.
Examples of the new black leader include members of the Con
gressional Black Caucus, who presented a list of sixty demands to
President Nixon in order to improve the life of their people; Willie
Brown who led the California delegation to the 1972 Democratic Con
vention; or Ralph Abernathy who continues to make specific demands
for the rights of poor people.
In summary, the concept of black leadership has not changed
since the time of DuBois: a leader is measured in terms of what he
has accomplished for black people.

'However, specific issues and the

difficult work required to make the institutions responsive to the needs
of blanks have made black leadership less conspicuous to the public
eye.

But even though black leadership is less visible today than it

was ten years ago, blackness is more apparent than ever.
Baldwin points out:

As James
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This world is white no longer, and it never will
be white again. 3

3James Baldwin, "Stranger in the Village," in Herbert Storing
(ed.), What Country Have I? (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1970)
p. 225-
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